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THE TELL-TALE FRECKLE 


Ten gorgeous dolls, ranging from flaxen-haired 
waifs with whopping windpipes to petite little 
dreamboats with dazzling derrières, were waltzing 
around the room with hardly a stitch among them. 


| eased the Webley .38 back into its shoulder 
holster. If these were my suspects, the case-had 
remarkable possibilities. The only clue was a pho- 
tograph of a freckle. Under the circumstances, | 
was certain that privacy would be appreciated: I 
decided to question the dolls one at a time. 
Slowly. 
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TEN OF THEM lined up in a riotous, undulating row. Ten, 
mind you. Practically in their birthday suits and kicking 
up their heels Mke crazy. Kleig lights poured fierce hot 
lava over them, bathing their exotic bodies, etching deep 
shadows into the headdresses they wore. 

My eyeballs were fighting each other for the privilege 
of recording the event. 

Place of record: Stage 62, a hulking mammoth sound 
stage off Vine at Gower in Hollywood, owned by Tre- 
mendicolor Corporation. A former “shooting gallery” of 
greats like Cecil B. De Mille. 

Recorder: Me, Erik March, a corporation consultant- 
_ investigator who sometimes doubles in brass, babes and 

bullets to make a buck. My fee is generally a grand a 
day, plus expenses, and don’t think this wasn’t a pretty 
grand day. 

Reason for this extravagant “symphony in skin” was 
the filming of a new Toby-McDonald Productions wild 
sexy screen romp. 

And this was some.romp. Ten gorgeous dolls, ranging 
from flaxen-haired waifs with whopping windpipes to 
petite little dreamboats with dazzling derrières, were 
waltzing around with hardly a stitch between them. 

Stitches I had. External and otherwise. And I am not 
usually an otherwise kind of guy. Especially when you 
consider that in thirty-odd years of bachelorhood Pve 
seen them all—the long and the short and the tall. But 
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you'll have to admit this was a little different. Ten un- 
dulating dolls running amuck at one time is enough to 
shake even a red-headed, green-eyed son-of-an-Irish shil- 
lelagh like myself. This sort of clambake takes all the 
starch out of your collar and colon at the same time. 

Even red-necked Tad Toby, an old war buddy of 
mine, and a stalwart Scot, couldn’t keep from stumbling 
over his megaphone as he grimly moved about on the 
sound stage trying to direct this beauteous bevy. Tad 
was a graduate of the old school of film directing. That 
was the only elderly part about him. With a kerchief tied 
to his throat and a megaphone clasped in his thick hands 
he resembled a heavy-set Rudy Vallee, on the set of 
Broadway Melodies of 1933. Tad’s partner, MacMurray 
McDonald, a cross between a Scottish wolfhound and a 
Scotch mist, was of a far different breed. He had grad- 
uated from the school of hard knockwurst. A place where 
the P.H.D.’s stood for “plenty of hard drubbing” and 
Mac’s thin-fleshed, broken-nosed face was his diploma. 

But at the moment I really wasn’t paying much at- 
tention to Tad Toby or MacMurray McDonald. My eyes 
were front and center on a buxom blonde with chartreuse- 
colored plumes in her hair. Her name was Dawn April, 
which was probably a phoney, but that’s where you 
separated the lies from the lions. You needed a cage 
when you looked at her, especially since all she was wear- 
ing were those chartreuse plumes and a couple of other 
things which weren’t chartreuse, but delightful as hell. 
She was really the living end. In fact she was all kinds of 
ends, curving here and there, jutting, sloping, tapering. I 
needed a road map or an eye doctor to keep up with it 
all. Right now she was wiggling and wriggling across that 
sound stage so frantically that even the cameras were 
having fits. ; 

While Tad “cut” the scene and tried to rearrange his 
licentious ladies, I climbed down from my place in the 
upper battery of kleigs and cornered MacMurray Mc- 
Donald in a distant part of the sound stage. 

“Okay, client,” I said, grinning. “I’ve spent a whole 
hour up there. Looked them over from head to—toe. But 
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I still don’t get it. What’s wrong, besides the fact Dawn 
April ought to be arrested for having a figure like that?” 
“Plenty,” McDonald said, glowering under thick blond 
brows. “You think this is a picnic, don’t you, March?” 
“I think it’s a panic,” I offered, scratching my 180- 
pound frame. “A picnic is a lunch. This is a full ten-course 
banquet.” , 

“Don’t be wise,” Mac blurted. “We didn’t hire you for 
nothing.” 

“You can say that again.” I glanced over at luscious 
Dawn. She was thirty-nine inches of zip, zowie and 
zingo. Talk about beautiful bodies, Fisher could have rev- 
olutionized the automotive industry if he’d followed 
Dawn’s contours. 

McDonald rolled his thin-lidded eyes dismally. “March, 
one of them may be radioactive.” 

I laughed. “That’s the understatement of the year, Mac. 
There’s enough fallout in those tapered torsos to grind 
you into a fine powder.” 

“Im not kidding,” he insisted, wiping his lantern- 
shaped jaw with the tips of trembling fingers. “A radium 

- bomb was stolen from County Hospital last night.” 

My gaze rolled back to the bountiful lineup. “Yeah, I 
heard about the theft. So what?” 

“We shot some scenes outside the radiotherapy room 
about an hour before the small lead case which contains 
the bomb turned up missing.” 

“So?” 

“The County Medical Board gave us permission to take 
our Super 98 camera in on that floor. About twenty 
minutes after we’d wrapped up and sent everybody home, 
I recalled we needed some background stuff for super- 
imposition and so I lugged my own small camera back 
upstairs and started shooting from the end of the corridor. 
It was late and there seemed to be nobody on that end of 
the floor, but me. Even the ceiling lights had been 
dimmed.” 

“What was the sense of shooting in the dark?” I de- 
manded. ; 

Mac grunted. “This picture is based on a jazzy bit 
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about ten modern-day sexpots being jolted back to another 
era. J was concentrating my lens on the long, tapering 
angle of the floor so that we could use it as sort of a 
springboard to their mysteriously dark passage through 
time and space.” 

“Go on.” 

“Well, a dame suddenly came out of the radiotherapy 
lab, ran like hell down the corridor and vanished through 
an emergency exit door.” 

“Did you see her face?” 

“No. It was too dark and I was way at the other end 
of the corridor. Anyway, at the time I figured it was just 
a nurse running to the aid of a patient.” Mac extracted a 
four-by-five print from inside his coat and handed it to 
me. “After I learned about the theft, I put my film through 
a quick processing. This morning I blew this up from a 
frame in the last four or five feet.” 

I held the repro up into the bright glare of kleigs and 
whistled. “Nice set of gams. More like out of Pen Casey 
than County Hospital.” 

The print was fairly sharp and revealed the shapely 
lower view of two female legs from the back of the knees 
down to the base of her spiked pumps. 

Mac touched the picture with a fingertip, “See these 
narrow high heels?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Note the tiny gold snakes weaved into the lamé?” à 

I lowered the print and looked across at the ten lovelies 
prancing around under the bright lights. They were all 
wearing identical shoes. The same as the girl sin the 
photograph. 

“Holy French onions!” I said. “Why would one of 
your girls want to steal a chunk of radioactive dynamite?” 

Mac’s eyelids narrowed. “That’s exactly wkat Toby 
and I want to find out. Before this production blows up 
in our faces.” 

“All ten of these girls were with you last night at the 
hospital?” 

He nodded. 

“You certainly weren’t shooting this kind of stuff.” 
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Mac flinched. “No. We were working on the opening 
scene. Ten smartly dressed college girls touring a hospital. 
You know the bit.” 

I shook my head dismally. “Naturally you didn’t in- 
form the County Medical Board what type of film you're 
producing.” 

“Of course we did,” Mac said, clearing his throat. “We 
told them it was a training film.” 

“Yeah, Training male eyeballs how to fall out the hard 
way.” I watched Dawn April doing a little dance, which 
turned out to be a big big dance after she got into it. Her 
pulsations became so frantic it felt like she was a whirling 
piece of radium burning holes in us all. “Mac, this kind of 
junk is almost as bad as pornographic films shot in Mexico, 
These are not a bunch of broken-down burlesque queens 
or worn-out prostitutes. This appears to me to be a group 
of bright-eyed, hard-bellied kids looking for a break. So 
what are you trying to do, break them?” 

McDonald grimaced angrily. “We’ve made three of 
these nude quickies in the past year. Each one costing 
less than twenty-five grand and grossing more than a half 
million. So don’t argue with success.” 

“Who’s arguing? You’re the guy on the couch.” 

Mac’s eyes were green like mine, only they were more 
the color of seaweed and were about as treacherous as a 
patch of it in deep water. Now, as he flicked his gaze into 
those fierce kleig lights, hate gleamed rawly. “I don’t 
like you, March. This business of hiring you is Toby’s 
idea. If it were up to me I'd let the girl who stole the 
radium bomb stew in her own juices.” 

“You mean fry, don’t you? I understand that little 
inch-long, pencil-shaped bit of hell can melt flesh as if it 
were wax. Now get to the point, Mac, before I take your 
retainer and ram it down your ruddy throat.” 

McDonald was a few pounds heavier than my 180 
and a few inches taller than my six feet, but he didn’t 
cotton to eating checks or trading punches, although he’d 
done plenty of both in his time. 

“All right,” he said, after a taut, fist-flexing moment. 
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“We want you to find that bomb before the police do, 
understand?” 

“Why?” 

“Just find it, that’s all!” McDonald snapped. “And get 
it back to County Hospital without the authorities knowing 
who took it or why.” 

“That’s a large order,” I said. “Radium is government 
property. There’s only a couple of pounds of it in existence 
in the whole world. We’re liable to have a dozen federal 
agents on our necks before nightfall.” 

Mac’s face turned as sallow as lard. He quickly ex- 
tracted another photograph from his coat pocket. “Maybe 
this will help you.” 

It was an extremely grainy blowup of a small area of 
one of the legs from the other photograph. Mac’s finger 
indicated a V-shaped mark on the back of the exposed 
skin. f 

“See this, March?” 

“Yeah.” 

“I discovered this on the lower right calf, just above 
the ankle. What do you make of it?” 

“Could be from a piece of lint in your enlarger.” 

“I checked that. I think it’s a birthmark of some kind.” 
He glanced toward the stage. “Whatever it is, I’ve 
watched them all morning through high- powered field 
glasses, and haven’t detected a thing. 

“Makeup would probably cover it.” My gaze joined 
McDonald’s as that curvy, pulsating lineup of thighs, 
‘hips and whathaveyous circled before the cameras. If 
Mac’s suspicions were correct, one of those dolls was in 
possession of an immensely valuable, and yet fiendishly 
deadly element. In the wrong hands a radium bomb 
could kill more swiftly and painfully than a tropical 
hurricane the size of Donna. But in the right hands it 
could forestall the malignant course of cancer like it was 
a common cold. As much as I disliked MacMurray Mc- 
Donald—and his twisted sensual films that were exhibited 
in so-called art houses or low-class neighborhood theatres 
—I couldn’t ignore the importance of finding the radium 
bomb as quickly as possible. 
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“Okay,” I said, rapping McDonald on the shoulder. 
“You’ve got yourself a boy. Do the police know about 
these photos?” 

“No.” 

“Why not?” ; 

“I told you, March. We don’t want any trouble with 
the police or a federal agency. That’s why we hired you. 
To protect our interests.” 

“You're all heart, Mac. Pm especially touched over 
your concern for patients in the hospital who need that 
bomb for special radiotherapy treatment.” 

McDonald brushed back his unruly blond hair, scowl- 
ing. “Don’t give me a sermon or a lot of lip, March, be- 
cause I'll pull the rug right out from under you.” 

“And lose all your interest?” I laughed. “You scare me, 
Mac. You really do. You ought to make horror movies 
and star in the lead parts. People with bad hearts would 
laugh so much they’d get healthy.” 

McDonald didn’t have a chance to counter. Suddenly 
three of those lush lovelies came prancing in our direc- 
tion. One was about the size of my French-lend secretary, 
Glory Picard, Only this adorable hunk of femininity had a 
pouffy head of purple-dyed hair and a couple of well- 
placed dimples that were very obvious despite the fact 
she was prancing toward me backward. We bumped to- 
gether before I could avoid the impact, although I had no 
intention of avoiding anything she had. She tumbled in 
my arms, sprawling spread-legged and breathing hard 
from her dance. That was when I noticed her heavy- 
lashed oriental eyes, tautly narrowed above lovely high 
cheekbones, full pouting baby-doll lips, a tilted perky 
nose. That mouth parted as she looked up at me. 

“Hi,” she gasped cutely. 

“Hello,” I said. “You forgot to put out your hand.” 

“For what?” she murmured, not moving from my arms, 
but blinking provocatively through those slitted eyes. 

“For making that left-hand turn just before you swung 
out into traffic. You could get pinched for that.” 

She laughed, lifting herself erect. “I’ve been pinched for 
less.” She suddenly extended a slender hand, and I 
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thought what a crazy mixed-up world is Hollywood. She 
in her oriental skin and me in my sharkskin suit shaking 
hands. 

“Im Mai Tai,” she added. “They call me the purple- 
haired Polynesian.” 

“And I’m Erik March. They call me the red-haired 
purple people greeter. Welcome to Unholywood.” 

“Thank you,” she said, wrinkling her cute little nose. 
“I suppose I should have worn a lei for the occasion, 
but,” she glanced furtively at MacMurray McDonald 
who was flexing his jaw angrily. “But leis are a dime a 
dozen in this town and I’m allergic to them anyway.” 

Tad Toby came bristling through a network of wires, 
cables and cameras which fanned out into the huge cav- 
erns of Studio 62. Tad’s ruddy cheeks dripped with per- 
spiration and he clutched a script in his thick hands. 

“Miss Tai, may I remind you we have a schedule to 
meet!” The husky director-producer had a temper like 
Mount Vesuvius during the last days of Pompeii. He’d 
come a long way from our bloody tour of duty in the 
European Theatre. All the way from foot soldier, pup- 
peteer, comedian, actor, to a million-dollar status in the 
film industry of the world. Success hadn’t spoiled Tad 
Toby. But sex had. 

He nodded at me, and then fixed his gaze on Mai Tai 
again. “This is not an afternoon social like you might 
have been used to in Tahiti!” 

“I—rm sorry, Mr. Toby,” the Polynesian nymph apol- 
ogized humbly. “I didn’t intend to—” 

“We'll have to shoot that whole scene over again,” 
Tad barked, “because of your clumsiness.” 

I was just about to call a halt to this ridiculous dressing- 
down, dressing-off, or whatever you wanted to call it, 
when one of the prancing girls, a sweet-faced redhead, 
suddenly toppled face down at my feet. She wore a 
heavy, jeweled G-string and a gauzy brief bolero was 
welded to her peaches and cream shape. Her face was 
torturously contorted, and when I carried her under one 
of the bright spots I knew why. A medallion hung between 
her fully arched breasts and was partially buried in the 
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deep crevice between. When I lowered her into a chair 
the medallion slid forward. 

Cute little Polynesian Mai Tai gasped. 

So did several other onlookers who had followed us 
into the light. 

A small hole gleamed between the redhead’s breasts. 
Deep enough to reveal bone undereneath. I felt her pulse. 
It was slamming so hard she felt like a radioactive bomb 
about to detonate. 
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LIEUTENANT JOE STEEL of L.A. homicide came saunter- 
ing into the huge sound stage a few minutes after the 
ambulance pulled away. He wore a natty grey porkpie 
and a nasty grey glower that made his angry face look 
as if it had just been washed in Brand X. Steel is a fifty- 
year-old blend of firewater and flint. A thin-ribbed swal- 
low with the bellow of a winged rhinoceros. He resembles 
Chester Morris from the neck up and a Chesterfield from 
there dow. And he smokes four packs a day. 

H was smoking at both ends when he advanced to- 
ward me. “Where’s the bomb?” he demanded, belching 
a furious white plume. 

“Ask Khrushchev or Kennedy. How should I know?” 

“You know what bomb I'm talking about!” 

“Sometimes you raise such a stink, Lieutenant, who 
can be certain?” 

Toby and McDonald had cleared the stage immedi- 
ately following the redhead’s collapse and I hadn’t had a 
chance to check on the whereabouts of anything or any 
bodies, namely those belonging to the nine other block- 
busters, since the ambulance arrived. 

Steel followed me closely as I moved across the stage 
under the fiercely burning kleigs. “Where’s the medallion 
she was wearing?” he demanded. 

I tossed him the piece of jewelry and said, “Hollowed 
out in back. Our thief probably inserted the bomb into 
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that groove and then removed it again sometime before 
- the girl keeled over.” 

“What makes you think the radium didn’t just fall out? 
While she was dancing.” 

“I don’t,” I said. “I’m not shuffling around here like 
Fred Astaire, looking for hot cigarette butts.” 

Steel’s eyes narrowed. “Look, March, I understand 
you’ve gone to work for Toby-McDonald. So don’t try to 
con me into calling for a geiger counter and checking all 
the ash trays while you’re out checking all the girls.” 

It was tough to outsmart Steel. He had a mind like a 
mine field. Every time I made a move to outmaneuver 
him he’d set off a charge. Usually against me. 

I squinted at him. “What'd you have in mind, Lieuten- 
ant?” 

“Locker room inspection.” He rocked back and forth 
on his heels knowingly. “That’s your speed, March. I 
understand this new Toby-McDonald epic is a real epi- 
dermal extravaganza. So why don’t we look them over 
together, hmmm?” 

“Lieutenant, don’t forget your speech before the La- 
dies’ Aid Society last month. Wasn’t it called, ‘Sex Is Here 
To Stray’?” 

“We have a very sick girl on our hands, March. This 
sort of theft is no joke.” 

“Who said it was?” 

Steel centered his gaze up at me cockily. “March, it 
doesn’t take much brain power to figure out why Toby and 
McDonald hired you.” 

“I'm glad. I wouldn’t want you to spend the rest of 
your life wondering.” 

“But you'll never get away with it.” 

“With what?” 

“Protecting them from a federal suit if a member of 
their production company is involved in this theft. You 
lay one hand on that bomb without notifying us and TIl 
guarantee you a front row cell at Q.” 

I grinned. “Lieutenant, you don’t believe if I located 
the radium bomb I’d attempt to conceal the fact, do you?” 

“March,” Steel said, shaking his head, “if a cute chick 
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handed you a lighted stick of dynamite and asked you to 
take care of it for her, you’d toss the dynamite out the 
window and take care of her first. Even if the building 
blew up. Come on, let’s go.” 


The dressing rooms—or undressing rooms (which 

seemed to be more appropos around a Toby-McDonald 
set)—-were located at the far end of Studio 62. While 
Steel and I walked toward them, our heels clattering 
loudly in the far expanses of the building, I tried to figure 
a way I could shake the Mighty Mouse from Monk’s 
Creek, Iowa. He was liable to cramp my style. To be 
exposed now as a private investigator would be like a 
prostitute hanging out a shingle in the middle of a grave- 
yard. Td be out of business before I started. 
_ I had a feeling that whoever stole that tiny bit of 
radium was going to be more difficult to find than Mc- 
Donald thought, despite his photographic blowups of the 
attractive right calf. Mac’s theory had so many holes it 
could have passed for a gold miner’s sieve. First, the 
V-shaped mark could have been a shadow. Second, the 
spike heels might have been borrowed, stolen or copied 
by someone outside the Toby-McDonald production. 
And, third, the mark was possibly nothing more than a 
scratch on the negative made by McDonald to throw 
me off course deliberately. A wild calf chase, so to speak, 
while Mac stood on the sidelines laughing his guts out. 
He’d openly admitted he was against Tad hiring me on 
the case. It was even possible that Mac was directly in- 
volved in the theft and that the photographs were phonies 
from start to finish. All these factors, including Lieutenant 
Steel’s presence, led me to one conclusion. I wasn’t 
going to make an idiot out of myself by rushing blindly 
into those dressing rooms for leg inspection, and be caught 
with my pants down. Once I exposed myself as an in- 
vestigator to those girls my chances of finding the bomb 
wouldn’t be worth a tinker’s dam In this particular 
case the element of surprise was vitally important. 

Fortunately MacMurray McDonald stopped us be- 
fore Steel could get inside the dressing rooms and mess up 


' Google 


THE CASE OF THE RADIOACTIVE REDHEAD 17 


the works. The two men had met earlier at the hospital 
after the bomb’s disappearance. At the moment Mac 
resembled a dead man who had been dug up in a Frank- 
enstein movie and was being prepared for a couple of 
shots of alternating current and a bolted neck. 

“Oh, Lieutenant,” he said, blocking our vay into the 
dressing rooms. “I’m glad you’re here. Remember I told 
you Id seen a woman leaving the radiotherapy lab?” 

“Yes.” 

Mac tried to rub some color into his cheeks and said, 
“Well I know now who that woman was.” 

I blinked. He was either throwing every curve in the 
book, or finally using his bean. I didn’t know which. 

“What’s her name?” Steel demanded. 

“Carlene Tracy.” 

Steel glanced suspiciously at me. “Which one’s that?” 

I shrugged innocently. “Lieutenant, I wouldn’t know 
Carlene Tracy from Dick. I’m barely acquainted with Mai 
Tai.” 
` “Your what?” Steel snapped, clawing at his tight collar. 

“You wouldn’t understand, Lieutenant,” I said. “She’s 
a Polynesian princess with passionate pituitaries.” 

The scrawny detective groaned. “Is Carlene Tracy one 
of your girls, McDonald?” 

Mac’s jawbone stiffened nervously. “She’s the redhead 
you took to the hospital.” 

“What?” 

“I swear it, Lieutenant. When I saw those ambulance 
attendants lift her onto the stretcher, I knew immediately.” 

It was obvious Steel didn’t believe McDonald. And 
neither did I. But this was my big chance to make a 
break, whether Mac had planned it this way or not. 

“You sure about the identification?” I barked, turning 
toward the front entrance. 

“Pd stake my life on it.” 

“See you at the next meeting of the Ladies’ Aid 
Society, Joe!” 

“Hey, wait a minute!” Steel cried. “That doesn’t make 
sense. If she stole the bomb why would she endanger her 
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own life by hiding it in the medallion? And where is the 
damned thing now?” 

“She was wearing a mighty fat jeweled G-string for such 
a slender girl, Lieutenant.” 


Hollywood, California has changed a lot since the days 
of Lasky, Griffith and the old growling, tail-twisted Metro 
lion. The gold-lined Stutz bearcats, sable-clad hellcats 
and mansions, maelstrom and moguls are gone. Little re- 
mains of those rip-roaring twenties and thirties of yester- 
year except a few leftover ulcers, Forest Lawn and 
Hollywood Boulevard, the concrete and star-studded fair- 
way of broken dreams, hearts and pocketbooks. If a 
bomb ever falls big enough to dissolve life and still leave 
Hollywood standing, the impressions of hands, ears, noses, 
feet and breasts in the patio of Grauman’s Chinese will 
no doubt send the anthropologists of a millenium from 
now into great consternation. They will perhaps wonder if 
we were a race of fantastic parts, all so miraculous that 
each individual one was an entire component in itself: 
an ear, a nose, a foot, a hand or (two) breasts. What 
else can they imagine if they discover these sacred 
molds? What other reason would we have had to embed 
these features so vividly in concrete? We were a race of 
parts, they will say. Great, grand and glorious beginnings 
of a race—unfulfilled. As my Chrysler “300” barreled 
down Vine Street, I thought how absurdly wonderful 
Hollywood had been in its fabulous heyday. Gable’s ears, 
Durante’s nose, Garbo’s feet, Mansfield’s bosom and the 
hands, eyes, and behinds of a thousand more had shaped 
this crucible, this melting pot of motion pictures. Let the 
anthropologists of the future think what they like. Those 
amazing features had not only shaped Hollywood, but 
possibly the whole world. 

I turned East on Sunset Boulevard and pulled into a 
parking lot across from my office, at the same time forcing 
my reverie onto Carlene Tracy, the radium bomb, and 
mischievous Mai Tai. I didn’t have to do much forcing 
when I thought about the-little Polynesian potato with the 
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purple hair. Now here was a girl who left all kinds of im- 
pressions. Concrete and otherwise. 

In fact, they were so concrete I crawled from my 
“300” and banged into them before I realized Pd run 
into a doll instead of a dam, But hot damn I was happy 
to see who it was. I picked up a large leather tote bag 
which she had dropped and handed it to her. “Sorry,” I 
said, warmly, 

She wore a purple sweater and skirt to match-her hair, 
and those dark disturbing brown eyes drilled me against 
the “300.” 

“Mr. March,” she said, tautly. “You have to help me.” 

“Honey,” I returned, “I’m one big moveable Care 
package. Where do you want me delivered?” 

“Tm serious,” she said, glancing around. the parking 
lot. - 
“So am I. And so is Carlene Tracy. She may not live.” 

“I—I know. I feel bad about that.” 

“How bad, Mai Tai?” 

She chewed a line of white into her soft lips and said, 
“Bad enough to tell you something. Something very im- 
portant. But not here.” 

“I told you I’m moveable.” 

“So am I.” Her cheeks colored slightly, and for the 
first time I recognized. a deep shyness in her that was not 
only disturbing, but puzzling. Especially since I'd seen 
her in practically nothing only an hour before. 

“My place or yours?” I asked, testing that shyness. 

“Where do you live, Erik?” 

Those slitted, tapered eyes that were more oriental 
than Polynesian blinked, but didn’t show anything else 
except oceans full of warmth. 

“Laguna Beach,” I said, still testing. “It’s a little over 
an hour from here. South via the Santa Ana Freeway.” 

“J_I don’t have that much time,” she stammered. 
“Not right now anyway. Could you come to my apart- 
ment?” 

The sudden shyness and her brittle urgency should have 
made me back off and think about this little purple- 
haired trollop, but I didn’t. I should have asked myself 
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how the hell she found me so quickly. And if she followed 
me, why? But these are questions sane men ask them- 
selves under sane conditions. At the moment, staring at 
Mai Tai in her tight, well-constructed, button-front 
sweater, I didn’t fit into either category. Categorically 
speaking, I was nothing more than a red-headed beach- 
comber strumming a uke while flopped on the warm 
sands of a tropical island with the wind and Mai Tai 
playing in my hair. 

She climbed into my “300” and we drove out Sunset 
to Westlake Park, one of the last surviving bits of green- 
ery and water west of the Harbor Freeway. In this 
neighborhood the swank hotels, restaurants and business 
establishments tremble in fear of an oil strike or a new 
freeway. Even the old-timers who squat and feed the 
pigeons by the murky grey pond tremble. Not from old 
age exactly, but from worry that Los Angeles will even- 
tually become a city of cars operating the people. Or that 
smog will someday turn the lake into a misty unfathom- 
able pool of doom like the English moors where hounds 
and hideous monsters are supposed to lurk. 

I should have thought more about that last fear myself 
as Mai Tai and I parked and walked around the asphalt 
trail to the small boat landing. 

“I live over there,” she said, gesturing at a nearby 
apartment house. “The Broadmoor. We joke about that 
sometimes. There are more broads living there than the 
management can handle.” 

“They should shoot up a flare,” I suggested, cradling 
one of her warm arms in mine like a warm-armed idiot 
with too many arms and not enough brains. “I was a star 
broad jumper in college.” 

She gestured at one of the small powered boats lying 
tied to the dock. “Let’s take a ride, what do you say?” 

“I thought we were on the way to your place.” 

She drew some of that sensual glaze that I’d seen earlier 
into her eyes and whispered, “It'll be cozier.” 

That’s when I suddenly got down wind of that shyness 
and damnable urgency which had plucked me out of a 
busy Hollywood parking lot and propelled me five miles 
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to quiet lazy Westlake Park. But I’d gone a little too far 
to demand a refund or a taut reappraisal of the moments 
before. She hadn’t talked in the car coming out to the 
park. She sat just near enough to be tantalizing and far 
enough away to keep me too interested to think about 
what I should have been concentrating on: the radium 
bomb, Carlene Tracy and trembling, lying MacMurray 
“McDonald. 

Sure I had wondered what sort of help Mai Tai 
needed. I had even briefly conjectured that she might 
be implicated in the bomb theft, but all those thoughts 
were rather smothered by her voluptuous purple sweater 
and palpitating Polynesian presence. She was like an 
aphrodisiac. You get a little bit of that fragrant ambrosia 
and even your most staunch morals wind up as crooked 
as an Irish walking stick. 

We climbed into one of the boats, and with the engine 
putt-putt-puttering, I steered us away from shore. 

“All right,” I said, studying the slant-eyed siren sus- 
Piciously. “What’s the important thing you wanted to tell 
me?” 

She cocked a leg under her and leaned back against 
her side of the boat, a smug smile curving full on her lips. 
“You never should have done it, Erik.” 

“Never should have—” I rammed the control handle 
to stop and turned toward Her. That was the first smart 
move ld made since breakfast. Something went thump 
behind my back and I thought maybe we had bumped into 
one of the long-necked geese that often float idly about 
the lake. Man, how wrong can you be? 

“Now, listen, baby—” 

Staring straight at mischievous Mai Tai, I wasn’t aware 
there was only one goose in sight. Me. But my long neck 
got the message two seconds later when a lead gnat went 
whizzing past, practically searing the flesh. I dropped 
face down into Mai Tai’s lap and rolled us both to the 
floor so fast she didn’t even have a chance to uncock that 
shapely leg. 

She landed under me, wheezing, grunting and, believe 
it or not, grinning. 
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“Erik, I didn’t know you cared.” 

“I told you I’m moveable, baby. But just how moveable 
you have no idea. Where’s the hornet’s nest located?” 

“What hornet’s nest?” 

I glanced up at the tall buildings which fronted the 
park on the west side. The nearest seemed to be the 
Broadmoor Apartments. And even from a distance of 
three hundred yards I thought I caught a glint of some- 
thing shiny protruding from one of the upper story win- 
dows. 

“Don’t give me the grass skirt bit, baby,” I said, 
through clenched teeth. “I’ve had wool pulled over my 
eyes, but never a Tahitian tent.” 

“I don’t know what you're talking about, Erik.” She 
said the words so calmly I almost believed her, except 
for one unmistakable fact. She was trembling hard enough 
to do the hula. 

So was the boat a second later when a third bullet 
slammed a vicious hole below the waterline and the lake 
began to spurt in across the rubber-matted floor. Pd faced 
this kind of action at Normandy when Hitler’s battalions 
poured so much lead into our advance landing craft many 
of them.sank before reaching shore. 

I wasn’t planning to sink this time, but I had very little 
choice. Before I could plug up the ,hole, two more ap- 
peared in whining, wood-cracking order. Mai Tai 
screamed, The boat lurched and suddenly she disap- 
peared in a frothy green wave beneath me. 
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I'VE DONE some deep-sea diving in my time, but West- 
lake Park is the nearest thing to the Sargasso Sea this side 
of a swamp. It is a dark, murky muck the likes of the 
Grand Canal in Venice. If it has a bottom God help the 
devil who finds it. I couldn’t. Nor could I locate Mai 
Tai or the hull of the punctured boat. 

After five minutes of the most miserable plumbing and 
probing, I gave up and swam for shore. I must have 
looked like a being out of a Martian movie when I 
clambered up the bank because the quaint little man 
who confronted me suddenly stopped swearing and 
shouting about the loss of his craft and started gasping 
and gaping. 

I didn’t wait around for the “help, police” bit. There 
was something a lot more important and I ran pell mell 
toward the Broadmoor for all I was worth. I stumbled 
wildly up a bank of geraniums, past wide-eyed pigeon 
feeders and across Sunset Boulevard. 

A maintenance man working in front of the Broadmoor 
must have thought I was an apparition, or a green-eyed 
nut who had just landed in a saucer. 

“Where’s Mai Tai’s apartment?” I demanded, bursting 
up to him like a frenzied fireball. 

“Who’s what?” he stammered, Adam’s apple bobbing 
in his startled throat. . 

“The girl with the purple hair!” I was so cotton-picking 
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mad from that dip in the lake that I hardly knew what I 
was saying. 

“Oh, you mean the little Hawaiian girl. She’s in 1206 
with Miss April and— Hey, mister, you—you got moss 
coming out of your ears.” 

I dashed inside to a self-service elevator, punched a 
button and got off on the twelfth floor. 1206 was to my 
right at the end of the hall, facing onto the park. I didn’t 
bother to knock. My Webly .38 lifted easily from its wet 
shoulder holster and I struck the door with every ounce of 
power in my body. Nothing like going in Gang Buster 
style! The door wasn’t locked. It came open so easy I 
must have flown four feet in the air before I landed on my 
left ear, cartwheeling and periwinkling like some kind of 
crazy acrobat. I ended up on my back, flat as a flounder, 
and wheezing from the impact. 

Then came the unmistakable patter of light applause. 
I shook my head to see whether Pd knocked some bolts 
loose. My eyelids blinked open as I lifted myself, and 
whiskey-wow-wow something was shook loose all right. 
About a hundred and twenty pounds of it. With stark 
black hair piled high in twisted swirls, sultry pale lips, a 
lean, dark-skinned face. She was smiling at me from a 
low-slung couch across the room. Her slender, long- 
nailed fingers slapping together briskly. 

“Bravo,” she said. “I have not seen such an entrance 
since Hernando Lopez rode the back of a wild toro into 
the Plaza de Mexico.” š 

I sat up. “Who the blazes are you?” 

“Do you not recognize me?” 

“Should 1?” 

She winked saucily. “You were on the set this morning, 
no? I could not forget you, Señor March.” 

Holy French onions! I bounce into a place like a jack- 
in-the-box expecting to find a dead-eye Dick with a 
long-range rifle and run smack into a hot Mexican tamale 
instead. I felt foolish as hell sitting there dripping lake 
water and clutching my .38, but that was par for the 
course. Once I’d chased a killer down Mount Baldy on 
skis and wound up catching him in a frozen outhouse. 
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The damned thing overturned from the force of a couple 
of hard rights I tossed into this chap’s chops and we went 
catapulting down the mountain, outhouse, skis and all. 
Man, when Lieutenant Steel heard about that caper he 
didn’t stop laughing for a week. 

I got up and surveyed the living room. A panel of 
sliding glass overlooked a narrow balcony and Westlake 
Park. I noticed a police car pulling up to the boat house. 
Then something else caught my eye. A purple-haired 
figure climbed out of some brush on the south side of the 
lake and ran to a black convertible parked along Sunset. 
She climbed in quickly and the car drove away before I 
could even reach the balcony. 

I spun around, glaring angrily at the pretty, dark- 
skinned brunette. “How long you been here?” 

“Only a very short time,” she answered, shoving a book 
aside and revealing a very deep navel that poked up 
above a pair of low-cut hip-slingers. “I came back from 
the set, changed my clothes and have been reading. Why 
are you so wet and carrying a gon?” 

“I wondered when you were going to ask that silly 
question,” I said tautly, glancing off at two closed, doors 
at either end of the living room. “Do men make a habit 
of catapulting in here on their backs like wet mackerels?” 

“Sometimes, si.” She tugged at her frilly white blouse 
which was cut so short it barely covered what it was sup- 
posed to hide. “But those hombres they come in weeth 
bottles of whiskey and just fall down—drunk. People 
drink too much in this country.” 

“Yeah,” I said, heading toward one of the closed doors. 

- “Some of us get so thirsty we even drink water out of 
stagnant lakes.” 

“Oh, that is most unhealthy.” 

“You telling me?” Í 

I kicked open one of the doors and, after waiting for 
an instant, stepped inside. I didn’t expect to find any- 
thing, especially after seeing curvaceous little Mai Tai 
climb into that black convertible. But I was way behind 
in my check work and wasn’t too sure when I suddenly 
might have a chance to balance the budget. A window 
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was open. Just wide enough to allow the muzzle of a rifle 
to protrude. 

“That is my bedroom,” the Latin lass called from the 
other side of the wall. “Do you like the red curtains? 
They are made from the same cloth as our torero capes.” 

I removed bits of moss from my ears and clothing, 
slicked back my hair and returned to the living room. 
“Look, Miss—” 

“Valdez. Michelle Valdez.” She shoved a cigarette 
-between her pale lips and added, “But you may call me 
Mike.” 

I examined the other rooms quickly and then holstered 
my .38 and returned to where she stood quietly dragging 
on her cigarette. 

“Okay, Mike. What do you say we quit tossing the 
bull and come down to cases. Like empty cases from say 
a long-range rifle.” 

She batted her sultry fake eyelashes and grinned. 
“Sefior March, you confuse me.” 

I studied her wry expression in the hot reflection cast 
through the sliding glass door. She was as smooth as the 
red silk curtains which hung in her bedroom. Close up 
I did recognize her. Three hours before, she had been 
seated in a huge gold-leafed throne erected in one corner 
of Studio 62. At that time she wore an immense crown 
which hid her startling jet-black hair. That was about all 
she had on. 

“Mike,” I said, rubbing some of the moisture from my 
hair. “Let’s not play the old taco shell game, hmmm? 
Somebody took a half dozen shots at me about twenty 
minutes ago, and I have a hunch they came from this 
apartment. Now don’t try and tell me you’ve been quietly 
lying over there reading about the sex life of a Spanish 
fly while the whole cotton-picking shooting match was 
going on.” 

She shrugged, and when this voluptuous modern-day 
queen even twitched you could shag the shudders that 
passed through you. 

“I did see an hombre leaving the building as I entered,” 
she said, “but that is all.” 
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“What'd he look like?” 

“Beeg. Like you. He was red-haired in the face.” 

I straightened. “You’ve never seen him before?” 

“No.” : 

“Was he carrying anything?” 

“No— Wait, si! He carried a long case. What you 
might call a large bag with a zipper.” 

I started for the front door, then glanced around at her 
sensuous figure with the exposed belly button, and huge, 
heavily nippled breasts. “Don’t let your tamales get over- 
cooked because PI be back.” 

She turned toward me in those recklessly devilish pants 
that were cut so low they almost outmatched the costume 
she had been wearing earlier. She blew a long cloud of 
smoke and murmured, “I shall be waiting.” 


I thought about her all the way back to my office. 
Mexican Mike with the fabulous black hair had played 
it too cool even for a doll with cork-tipped contours. Who 
remains stretched out languorously and applauds when a 
trigger-happy hunk of seaweed comes cartwheeling 
through the door? I tried to apply a mathematical equa- 
tion to the situation. Radium bomb plus Mai Tai plus 
MacMurray McDonald divided by Mike Valdez equaled 
what? And where did Tad Toby fit? On the division or 
subtraction side? And Dawn April. What a division 
problem she would make. To try and divide that hunk 
of blonde bombshell would be like separating an H-bomb 
from its radioactive cloud. And then there was the man 
with the red beard and zippered carrying case. I was 
going to subtract him from a few of-his senses. One by 
one. As cold and calculatingly as he had pumped those 
bullets into my boat. 

There was quite an assemblage waiting for me in my 
inner office. First, Glory Picard, my pixie French sec- 
retary. She stood in the doorway like an abbreviated 
American flag with two magnificent stars emblazoned in 
a red-striped blouse. She was the cutest thing this side of 
the Statue of Liberty. Only Glory weighed less than a 
hundred pounds and barely topped five feet. How I ever 
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got France to part with her Pll never know. When she 
caught a glimpse of my lake-sodden suit I knew one 
thing. She was mad. So damned mad she swore in every 
language but French. 

“Oh, Rouge, you have been fighting again without your 
raincoat,” she said, shaking her pert little dark head, 
which looked like a candy counter full of licorice sticks. 
She affectionately called me Rouge, French for Red. 

“No, ma petite,” 1 said, patting her cheek. “Only 
swimming without a bullet-proof vest.” 

Second in line was Tim O’Brien, a 240-pound hunk of 
muscle and bone, so large, in fact, I had to widen my 
office door a year back so he could get in without tearing 
off the hinges. Tim was the unchallenged heavyweight 
amateur wrestling champion of the Pacific Coast. I made 
the mistake of challenging him one time and got tossed 
farther than two Primo Carneras stretched endwise. He 
was a fool kid with a burning desire to be a licensed in- 
vestigator. To get him out of my hair sometimes—since 
he didn’t have any hair of his own to get into—I’d sent 
him off on a few skull-busting ventures when I needed 
‘some help on a case. He wound up busting so many skulls 
—and often the wrong ones—that I finally had to take 
him on as. an “unofficial partner” to save him from go- 
ing to Alcatraz and me from winding up in a wig parlor. 

Tim shifted his owlish blue eyes on me and said, “Mr. 
March, I'll bet there was a woman involved. You really 
ought to go into weight lifting. It’s good for the soul.” 

“Kid,” I groaned, “the only thing my soul needs right 
now is a little drying out and a very dry martini.” 

Tim frowned a deep furrow into his ponderous shaved 
head. “But—” 

“Now don’t ask me to explain that,” I added. “It’s a 
matter of spirits. When you reach my age you'll under- 
stand why it’s often necessary to communicate—with the 
liquid variety.” 

Third on the waiting list was a thin-ribbed imp clad 
in a Brooks Brothers suit and a cork-tipped cloud of 
smoke. Steel sat on the edge of my desk stroking the 
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slick surface with the tips of his fingers and scowling 
darkly. 

“Well, the conquering hero returns,” Steel spat. “How 
was it at fifty fathoms?” 

I peeled off my coat and said, “You wouldn’t believe 
it, Lieutenant. Westlake Park is loaded with mermaids. 
I fear for Los Angeles if they ever come up for air.” 

Steel grinned knowingly. “I understand one did. And 
she speaks pretty fair English—for a Tahitian.” 

I couldn’t help the start in my voice. “What the hell 
are you talking about—” 

“Mai Tai. Don’t give me the your tie bit, March, be- 
cause the noose is around your neck. Now where’s the 
bomb?” 

“I told you earlier, Lieutenant—” 

“Yeah,” Steel said, circling my desk. “I know, Carlene 
Tracy has a thick G-string. You strung yourself on that 
one, boy. Now give before I book you on suspicion of 
withholding valuable evidence.” 

“What evidence?” I snarled angrily. “All right, so you 
know I had a boat shot out from under me. You know, 
probably, that I went up to Mai Tai’s apartment and 
mixed some metaphors with that Mexican mouse—Mike 
Valdez. That still doesn’t mean I’m any closer to this 
thing than you are,” 

Steel laughed. “I didn’t hear about the Mexican mouse 
` —but we have heard from the Tahitian traitor. She’s 
down at my office right now spouting like a Roman 
candle.” 

I spun around, suddenly aware of a fat frame being 
whittled for my carcass. “You’re shooting fish in a rain 
barrel, Lieutenant.” 

“You know better than that,” he said, drumming the 
desk briskly. “I didn’t drop by for the floor show. You're 
in trouble, March. Big trouble.” 

I glanced around at Glory and Tim. “Okay, Lieutenant, 
spell it out.” 

“Mai Tai says you have the radium bomb,” Steel 
said, grimacing. “She claims you're planning to sell it to 
a foreign power for one million American dollars.” 
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“How ABOUT that little Tahitian—” I said. “First she sets 
me up as a target in a shooting gallery. And then when 
I don’t wind up like a Fearless Fosdick character with a 
Swiss cheese chest she blows the whistle.” 

Lieutenant Steel scratched an ear thoughtfully, then 
shifted his eyes to my lavish private office, examining the 
expensive teak walls, the huge brass lamp from India 
which hangs over a low-slung conference table ringed 
with continental height chairs upholstered in purple and 
blue-striped Madras, at the curved teakwood bar. with 
eight high-backed stools for eight high-stacked dolls, and 
my spacious, paper-cluttered desk with its inlaid Indian 
masks. 

“I could have this place searched,” he said, puffing 
intently. 

“Be my guest,” I groaned, slumping into a chair. “But 
don’t look under the carpet. You might find a couple of 
guests left over from the last party.” 

Steel smiled grimly. “Or a white elephant. Look, 
March, we know it costs a lot of money to operate a joint 
like this. A four-room Taj Mahal on Sunset Boulevard 
with a swimming pool in the downstairs lobby runs more 
a month in taxes than I make in a year.” 

“I’m extravagant. Does that make me an international 
- thief?” P 

“Not exactly.” Steel studied me through a cloud of 
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smoke. “But I understand your bank balance hasn’t been 
too healthy of late.” 
“So I bought myself a submarine to haul the radium 
bomb to Russia. Is that what you have in mind?” 
“No.” o 
“Plus a hundred cases of Vodka and a Tahitian Mata 
Hari.” I got up and circled the room angrily. “Joe, I 
grew up in a dirty little Brooklyn orphanage during the 
depression. I didn’t have a pair of shoes that were my 
own until I was ten. I used to give my one thin blanket to 
other kids who got so sick they’d wake up vomiting 
icicles. We didn’t know what a steak or a chop was, ex- 
cept chops in the kisser we used to get for raiding nearby 
garbage cans and hiding our loot from the superinten- 
dent.” 
Steel’s face whitened. “Now wait a minute, March—” 
“Extravagant, yes,” I hurled. “But I’ve got a lot of 
catching up to do. Sure, maybe I spend practically every 
cent I make. But not all on booze, babes and bombs. 
Those kids in that orphanage now sleep under electric 
blankets and eat steaks every day but Friday. And the 
people in that neighborhood could steal from their garbage 
cans.” 
“March—” 
“A goofball, yeah. A thief, no. Now take that back to 
_Mai Tai. And tell her for me that the next time we meet 
she’d better be ready with more than a long-range rifle 
and a passionate puss because I’m going to be loaded for 
bear. And not the kind she’s shoving around on that Toby- 
McDonald celluloid.” 

I hated’ to unload the ophanage bit on Steel, but 
enough was enough was enough. It took a lot to get my 
red-headed dander up. Being accused of selling valuable 
properties to foreign countries was about as bad as accus- 
ing an Irishman of selling four-leaf clovers to a Scot. 

Steel pushed the natty porkpie almost to his greying 
brows and shuffled toward the door. “Thanks for the 
sermon. I'll drop my contribution in the box outside.” 
He stopped as he passed the bronze lamp and smiled, 
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“Incidentally, do you happen to be acquainted with a 
man named Cavalier?” 

“No.” 

“Guy Cavalier. He used to be a stuntman here in Holly- 
wood. Took all the leaps for Tarzan, rode a lot of run- 
away horses for Tom Mix and Hopalong Cassidy.” 

“Never had the pleasure,” I said. “Why?” 

“Oh, nothing,” Steel said, resuming his cocky gait to- 
ward the door. “He’s a big redhead like yourself. Also 
from an orphanage in the East. I just thought maybe you 
might have shared shoes somewhere along the line. Prob- 
ably not though. He’s about fifteen years your senior. 
And he’s got a beard.” 

“A what?” I barked, tensing. 

“A flaming red beard,” Steel finished, vanishing into 
the outer office. “I understand he looks like the very Devil 
himself.” 


I spent the next thirty minutes showering, shucking into 
a dry suit and reconnoitering with Glory and Tim. For 
some mysterious reason, which he wouldn’t confide with 
Glory, Tad Toby had tried to reach me by phone several 
times after I left Studio 62. 

“The last conversation was very strange, Rouge,” Glory 
told me as I stood inside my private dressing quarters 
knotting a tie. “Very low and, how you say, all bolted up.” 

“Screwed up, you mean, baby?” 

“Oui. First, he was asking again where you are, and 
then he was going off on the long end— 

“Deep end, baby.” 

“—talking about a place called Rosarito Beach and 
how nice the weather is in Mexico and then. suddenly he 
hung me up.” 

I scanned her trim figure and grinned. “Hanging you 
up, honey, would be like hanging out the American flag 
upside down. There would be rioting in the streets. Any 
other calls?” 

“Oui. A sexy one.” 

“How sexy?” 

Tim O’Brien moved his ponderous bulk beside us 
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and said, “I was here when that one came in, Mr. March. 
I listened on the extension.” He whistled lowly. “About 
five-foot-two, eyes of blue. If you know what I mean.” 

I nearly choked myself with the tie. “Not Dawn April?” 

“You hit it, boss,” Tim said, smacking his lips. 

“Stop calling me boss,” I said. “You’re not on this 
case.” 

“Tve got a case about Dawn April,” Tim returned. 
“Won't that do until the real thing comes along?” 

I grinned, shoving past the big kid and crossing to 
my desk. “I thought you said I ought to go into weight 
lifting and lay off girls.” 

“That’s what I did say, Mr. March. You ought to 
leave the girls to me.” 

“Oh, brother. You and Lieutenant Steel should work 
up a Broadway production together and call it How To 
Succeed in Monkey Business Without Even Crying. What 
did Dawn have to say?” 

“She said she needs your assistance, Rouge,” Glory 
answered. 

“Not ‘more of that,” I groaned. 

“She left a message for you to meet her at the Broad- 
moor at five.” : 

“I just left the Broadmoor!” 

“That is all she said, Rouge.” 

“That’s okay, Boss,” Tim said, flexing his shoulders. 
“TI keep the appointment for you.” 

“The hell you will.” 

I jotted down the name Guy Cavalier on a scrap of 
paper and handed it to Tim. 

“Here’s a weight that needs lifting. Find out where he 
lives, and what he was doing this afternoon about two- 

The big kid grinned and headed for the nearest tele- 
phone book. 

I asked Glory to compile a list of names and addresses 
of all ten of the Toby-McDonald nudie cuties and phone 
them to me at Dawn April’s apartment. 

On my way out of the office the little French doll 
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warned, “Rouge, do not let the blue-eyed blonde twist 
you around her little finger.” 

I started to tell her about the Mexican tamale, Mike 
Valdez, and the fact I was planning to visit all ten 
girls before the night was over. Then I changed my 
mind, patted Glory’s cheek and walked out. This was 
going to be a night to remember and there was no sense 
starting it with a bottle of French champagne being 
launched on my skull. 


Darkness descends on Los Angeles around five in 
the winter. And when it gets hot, like it was today, fog 
often creeps in off the ocean, filling the air with blinding 
white clouds of moisture. I ran into a virtual wall of it 
when I turned south toward Wilshire Boulevard. Not 
even the windshield wipers helped. I finally had to stick 
my thick Irish neck out the window and navigate the last 
dozen blocks by heeling to a white line. I parked around 
the corner from the Broadmoor and took the elevator up 
to the twelfth floor. I thought it was the twelfth. Only my 
mind must have been sq muddled from the fog and 
thoughts about Tad Toby’s weird phone call and Mai Tai’s 
absurd accusation that I punched the wrong button. Or 
the right button, if what immediately followed was any 
criterion of my blunder. 

Absently I walked to the end of the hall and tried the 
doorknob which I thought would lead me into 1205. It 
turned easily and I entered expecting to find Mike Valdez 
in her belly-revealing hip slingers and Dawn April in 
whatever Dawn April wears on a foggy January night. 

Man, what I got was a far cry from hip slingers or baby 
blue eyeballs. ae 

In the center of the room was a pair of mesh-stockinged 
legs sticking straight up in the air like two beautifully 
tapered poles. But the alarming part of this discovery 
hinged on the fact that these two languorous limbs flared 
down into similarly mesh-covered buttocks and thereafter 
into a billow of gold cloth which mushroomed about 
the base of the startling apparition and completely cover- 
ing what lay underneath. Of course I wasn’t complaining, 


Google 


THE CASE OF THE RADIOACTIVE REDHEAD 35 


but this kind of reception does pique the curiosity. So I 
walked over, lifted the hem of the gold skirt and took a 
peek. 

That was a weird sensation. It was the first time I ever 
lifted a lady’s skirt to find her head. A pair of huge elfin 
brown eyes peered nonchalantly underneath. 

“Hi, there,” the full-lipped mouth above the eyes said 
cutely. “You’re early. Take off your coat, stick up your 
legs and relax.” 

“What?” í 

“We'll get to the basic rhythm system after a bit.” 

“We'll get to what?” 

“Goga’s rhythm system. Then we'll talk to our toes.” 

I shook my head, trying to focus on her face rather 

_than those lovely lengths of mesh protruding above. “I— 
ah—ah—” 


“Don’t be shy. We’re all children of God. Even arm- 
pits talk if we only try to communicate.” 
“Armpits can—” 
“I had a lovely discussion with my coccyx yesterday,” 
. she continued, grinning, like a small child peering into a 
candy store window, eyes twinkling merrily. “I never 
knew how a coccyx felt until then.” 

“Oh—really?” I said, still clutching the hem of her 
gold skirt and feeling a little dizzy from all this upside 
down hoopla. “What did—it tell you?” 

“That it was tired of being sat on. And I don’t blame it 
a bit. How would you feel if you were a tailbone?” 

“That all depends—” 

“It said it wanted to be a toe bone instead of a fanny 
bone, and then it could walk around and take people 
places. Isn’t that cute? Here I’ve been sitting on him all 
this time and I didn’t know he was unhappy.” 

` I couldn’t help looking at her mesh-covered 
and thinking it was the nicest hunk of tailbone I’d seen 
since tailbones were created. “I don’t think your coccyx 
knows which side his broad is buttered on.” 

She giggled. “Tonight we’re going to converse with 
some organs and see what they’d rather be.” 

“Converse with some—” 
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“Hearts, lungs, tonsils. Unless your tonsils have been 
removed. Then we’ll just have to talk to mine.” 

Man, Iwas about ready to flip, stick up my legs and 
start conversing to anything as long as it belonged to her. 

“Look, Miss—” 

“Appelton. Frenchy Appleton.” Her eyes narrowed 
inta a puzzled upside-down stare. “Didn’t you get the pro- 
spectus when you joined the course?” 

My prospectus was all prospectused out. “Wait a 
minute,” I said, cocking my head around so I could get a 
correct view of that doll face. “Didn’t I see you earlier 
today?” 

She blinked. “Gee,” she said, with a touch of hurt i in 
her voice. “Aren’t you a Goga Yoga?” 

“Baby, I’m not even a Gaga Yaga, although I’m getting 
pretty goggle-eyed talking to your—your kneecaps.” 

Her legs dropped. That gold skirt ballooned and sud- 
denly she was standing erect beside me with just about the 
most erect-looking stance since some nitwit invented bras. 
She had flaxen hair, the color of her skirt; a devilish nose 
with a turned-up tip; and a splatter of freckles that ran 
up and down her cheeks like spring raindrops on a white 
chrysanthemum. 

“Hey, I recognize you,” she said, with a kind of impish 
glee that was so damned refreshing it made me feel like 
I wouldn’t mind being a Goga Yoga, whatever the hell 
that was. “You're the big guy who helped carry Carlene 
to the ambulance this morning.” 

“Yeah,” I said. “And you're the little gal who was 
third from the end in that scene where Dawn April did 
that crazy—ah—” 

She whirled abruptly, walked to a plate full of lettuce 
leaves and stuffed one into her mouth. When she looked 
back at me she was blushing and trying hard to hide the 
fact with the green foliage. 

“Gee, I have to apologize,” she said, “for the way Ive 
acted since you came in. I thought you were one of us— 
a Goga student. You see, we're meeting here tonight 
and—” 
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“You don’t have to apologize. I was planning to look 
you up before the night was over anyway.” 

“Look me up?” 

“Or down,” I said, recalling my first image of her. 
“Miss Appleton—” 

“Are you with the police?” 

“No.” 

She swallowed hard and tried to smile. “I’m glad. I, 
don’t like policemen. They make me nervous. I have a 
very nervous nervous system. That’s why I took up Yoga. 
To calm me down.” 

On the stage of Studio 62 she had worn a slave cos- 
tume. Only half of her had been free. As free as a bird. 
In the bright kleigs she had looked about as unnervous 
as a nudist and as stacked as a deck of marked cards. 

“Do you share this apartment with any of the other 
girls in the picture?” 

“Yes. With Juliette Scott and Cecile Murray.” Her 
forehead ridged. “But if you’re not with the police why 
were you there this morning when—” 

“Where are your roommates now?” - 

“Out. On the town, I guess. Cecile and Juliette are 
party girls.” She blushed again. “They try and loosen 
their spines in a different way than I do,” 

“I see—” What I really wanted to see were her legs— 
or calves to be exact—minus the mesh stockings. I wanted 
to check out that blemish McDonald had talked about, but 
I didn’t know exactly how to get what I wanted without 
showing my hand, instead of her legs. z 

“Miss Appleton—I wonder if you might do me a 
favor?” 

She blinked. “What kind of favor?” 

“Would you—mind removing your—your stockings?” 

“What?” 

“Your stockings. You see, I’m making a survey to 
find out how many women wear leg makeup and how 
many don’t—and I—” It sounded silly as hell, but it was 
the first thing that came to my mind. 

“I don’t wear any makeup anywhere,” she said. “It 
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varps the epidermal structure. Makes you old before your 
e, i 

“Oh, I agree with you, but it’s important to the survey 
that I have a first-hand look.” f 

She hesitated, grabbed another lettuce leaf and poked 
it in her mouth, then said, “Gee, I don’t have anything on 
underneath, but the stockings. They go all the way up to 
my waist. I’d feel awfully naked without them.” 

_ “I only need to take a quick look.” 

“But—” 

“Miss Appleton, you don’t want me to lose my job 
and end up conversing with my coccyx in a poorhouse, 
do you?” 

“But—this is an awfully strange survey.” 

I shook my head. “Strange Surveys in a Strange World 
for Better People. That’s our slogan. Who knows, your 
makeupless legs may mean the difference between a bet- 
ter tomorrow or no tomorrow.” 

She munched solemnly on the lettuce leaf, staring at my 
dramatically soleful eyes. Then, “I don’t know. I promised 
my mother when I left French Creek, Oregon, that Td 
never remove my stockings for a man no matter what. 
She always said, ‘Keep your legs covered, honey, and 
you'll stay out of trouble.’ ” 

“Now there’s a woman after my heart,” I said. “That's 
why we're taking this survey. To prove your mother 
was right.” 

“Ts that so?” 

“Cross my heart and hope to—die.” 

She kept munching and studying me for a long moment, 
and then said, “Well, if it’s for my mother’s sake, I guess 
it’s okay. Turn around.” . 

I turned regretfully. Then came the sensual’ sounds of 
the loosening and shucking down of those fabulous mesh 
tights. 

“Well,” I heard her say softly, “if it’s for my mother’s 
sake here goes. You can survey now.” 

I guess she didn’t get the message. Or I guess I didn’t 
explain exactly what part of her legs I wanted to examine. 
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When I turned back there was a dark rumpled pile of 
mesh at her feet and a crumple of gold cloth in her hands. 

“Miss Appleton, I—” 

“Make the survey. Before the class arrives. Please. 
Otherwise [ll have to pretend we’re conversing Yoga 
style and they won’t understand exactly—because right 
now we're in the basic course and we’re concentrating on 
knees and elbows and—” 

The door burst open behind me. I felt the impact 
against my shoulder and I went slamming against cute, 
blushing Miss Frenchy Appleton like I was propelled out 
of a cannon. She was so surprised she didn’t even have a 
chance to drop her skirt. We both dropped, though, from 
the blow and before I had a chance to practice Yoga, 
converse with a coccyx or even examine Miss Appleton’s 
apple-pink legs I was picked up and plastered against a 
wall like a fly being cornered by a swatter. 

Holy French onions! For a second I thought the Devil 
had surely risen to claim me for my sins. He was the 
most monstrously huge man I’d ever seen in my life. At 
least eight feet tall and half again as wide. 

“Goga!” Frenchy Appleton cried. 

“Speak to the marrow of your bones,” Goga said, half 
screaming. “Stand upon your brain and ask your toes for 
forgiveness!” 

“No, Goga!” Frenchy yelled, crawling to her feet. 
“Don’t hurt him!” 

“He shall listen to the words of my hands and fists 
and shoulders and then he shall know the wisdom of 
God!” 

I didn’t mind so much that he was practically stuffing 
me into the wallpaper or planning tọ send my Adam’s 
apple into orbit. What really got me was apple-cheeked 
Miss Appleton suddenly acted like she knew what this 
whole impending massacre was all about and wanted to 
spare the expense of a messy funeral. 

But the real crazy part was that this was Goga, the 
Yoga. And he had a red beard as long as my right arm! 
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I was just not in the mood for the kind of Yoga lesson 
giant Goga was about to give. He had the idea my 
Adam’s apple was perfect for plucking, squeezing and 
converting into an olive. I didn’t fancy it floating around 
. in a martini, so I raised a little Ned with his Nedicks. 
He leaped back like he’d been shot out of a cannon and 
the conversation he began having with his kneecaps made 
Yoga history. When a bearded eight-foot man bends that 
low he’s in real trouble. He got some of that long red 
fringe caught under a heel and started cartwheeling about 
the room like a truck tire that’s been pushed down the side 
of a hill, While he was wheeling and dealing I grabbed 
cute little Frenchy Appleton and turned her upside down 
over my knee. 

She screamed, kicked and wailed. 

I didn’t bother with what I felt like bothering with. I 
took the flat of my right hand and wiped down the backs 
of her slim calves until I was certain she was not wearing 
any makeup to hide the blemish McDonald had said 
he’d photographed in the hospital corridor. She was as 
clean as a whistle. And I felt like whistling when I 
completed my quick investigation. 

“TIL ask your coccyx for forgiveness sometime,” I said, 
shoving her on her feet and heading for the door. 

Outside in the corridor I made a sharp left turn and 
bumped eyeballs-on into two cute bits of fluff wearing 
black leotards and zippered jackets. 

40 
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“Hello,” I said, still breathing hard from all the kicking 
and rubbing I'd had to do in Frenchy Appleton’s apart- 
ment. “You looking for Goga?” 

“Yes,” one of them said, huskily. “We are going to 
contemplate our navels and discuss Plato with our pelvi.” 

“You're late,” I said, grinning. “Goga’s long past the 
navel and is now concentrating on Tropic of Cancer.” 
I patted her on the cheek. “Maybe you won't stand on 
end, but your hair might.” 

I didn’t bother with the elevator and took the stair- 
way up to the twelfth floor instead. I was still chuckling 
about the events of the moments before when I stopped 
outside 1205. This time I decided to knock. Twice I’d 
barged into apartments in the Broadmoor and both times 
Td wound up swallowing my bubble gum. 

A cheery female voice cried, “Come on in!” and I 
entered hoping to find voluptuous Mike Valdez spread- 
eagled on the couch in her daring hip slingers. Nothing 
stirred in the living room, not even a pair. of upside 
down mesh-covered legs. I closed the door behind me, 
surveying the fog-shrouded sliding glass on the other side 
of the room, and the closed doors leading off into other 
sections of the apartment. 

“Hey!” I called. “Ollie-ollie-oxen-free! Where are you?” 

“Back here!” There was sort of a frothy quality to the 
voice. Full of liquid fire that cut through the closed door 
like it was made out of butter. 

“Back where?” 

“You're so right,” she hurled. 

“Right about what?” 

“Backs. They come in all shapes and sizes. Take mine 
for instance, it’s quite broad for a woman. Did you bring 
your tools?” 

“What?” 

“Your tools, silly. You'll never get the job done with- 
out them.” 

I blinked, walked to the door and shoved it open. The 
first thing I saw was a beautifully shaped fanny plumped 
on a tile floor in a pool of water. She wore bluejeans cut- 
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off above the knee and a yellow sweater that wasn’t cut- 
off anywhere, especially across the chest. Silvery blonde 
hair clawed at her shoulders. She held a huge wrench in 
her slender hands and was applying it to a length of leak- 
ing pipe with all the fortitude she had in her gracefully 
curved body. 

“It’s about time,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. 
“Oh—you aren’t the plumber.” 

“No,” I said, grinning at her pretty, dirt-smudged face. 

“You—you’re Mr. March.” 

I nodded. “You need some help, Miss April?” 

“Boy, do I.” She flicked those brilliant blue eyes at 
me helplessly. “Now I know what that boy felt like with 
his finger in the dyke. If I let go of this wrench we may 
lose the whole Broadmoor.” 

She sounded so serious I had to laugh. “Did you try 
turning off the wall faucets?” 

“What’s that?” . 

I crossed the bathroom and knelt beside her under the 
sink. Apparently a gasket had worn out in the hot water 
line. After I closed off the tap she shrugged, dropping the 
heavy wrench. 

“Well, what do you know,” she said, crawling out 
from under and standing up perkily. “I guess I did more 
harm than good. I had visions of floating down Wilshire 
Boulevard. Thanks. I’d already given you and the plumber 

“I was taking Yoga lessons and got held up,” I said. 
“Against a wall.” 

“What?” 

I gestured. “The apartment below.” 

“You mean with Frenchy, our little appleknocker from 
French Creek?” Dawn April and those blue jeans and 
eye-knocking sweater wiggled into the living room. “How 
did you get mixed up in that jazz?” 

“By jabbing the wrong button.” 

“Oh?” 

“On the elevator.” 

She lifted a cigarette to her pale lips and studied me 
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thoughtfully before lighting it. “I hope you didn’t run into 
Gorgeous Goga.” 

“As a matter of fact, I did.” 

“Did he contemplate your navel?” 

“No,” I said, contemplating hers, which peeked pinkly 
between the line of her jeans and sweater. s He was more 
interested in rearranging my nasal passage.” 

She exhaled a cloud of smoke. “You don’t look any 
worse for wear.” 

“Depends on what you’re wearing. Frenchy was minus 
her black-mesh stockings when Goga walked in. He got 
a little upset about that. In fact, the last I saw he was 
rolling around the room.” 

Dawn April had a way of smiling that made you won- 
der if she was throwing kisses or just licking her lips. 
“You handle yourself well, Mr. March.” 

“I don’t always come out on top. Especially with pur- 
ple Polynesians and sinking boats.” 

She dropped into a chair and crossed her legs. “I heard 
about that. That’s why I called your office.” 

“You told my secretary that you needed help.” 

“That’s right.” 

“What other kind of problems do you have, besides 
plumbing?” 

Her eyelashes fluttered provocatively. “May I call 
you Erik?” 

“Why not. That’s my name.” 

She traced a finger along her straight white teeth. “I— 
I have something I’d like to explain, Erik.” 

“Shoot.” 

She nibbled on the finger for an instant, then said, “It 
concerns the radium bomb. 

“Keep shooting.” 

“Mai Tai didn’t take it.” 

“What gives you the idea she did?” 

She got up slowly and crossed, hips swinging sensu- 
ously, to the fog-shrouded glass door. “The police were 
here. They searched everywhere. Even took the pipes 
apart under the bathroom sink. That’s why the 1 

“Did they find the bomb?” 
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“No.” She whirled. “Of course not. Why would anyone 
steal something as dangerous as that. You saw what hap- 
pened to Carlene Tracy.” 

“Sure,” I said. “But the fact remains someone did steal 
the bomb, Miss April. Now you didn’t invite me here just 
to try and clear Mai Tai, did you?” 

Her eyes lowered. “No.” 

“Then what?” 

“I—I believe Mike is involved in the theft.” 

“Mike Valdez?” I straightened, realizing the beautiful 
Mexican wasn’t around the premises. 

She flicked those blue eyes at me tautly. “I—I didn’t 
want to bring this up with the police, but—that medallion 
belonged to Mike’s costume.” 

“Oh?” 

“That particular medallion matches her G-string. She 
couldn’t find it this morning before we went on stage. She 
got frantic. I’d never seen her act like that before.” 

“When did she discover Carlene Tracy was wearing 
it 99 

Dawn’s mouth puckered thoughtfully. “Oh, about an 
hour after we began shooting. That’s what’s so strange. 
When she noticed Carlene had the medallion she told 
Tad Toby. Knowing Mike’s temper I thought sure she’d 
rip it off Carlene.” 

“And what did Tad do?” 

“Nothing, I guess. He took . several ” gifts aside and 
gave them individual instructions. I’m not sure whether 
Carlene was one of them. Anyway, she was still wearing 
the medallion when she keeled over.” 

I studied the heavy-bosomed blonde as she stubbed out 
her cigarette. She crossed to a nearby bar setup and 
said, “Like a drink?” 

“No, thanks.” 

“I thought private detectives drink like crazy.” 

“A lot of them do. What gives you the idea I’m a pri- 
vate detective?” 

“I called your office, didn’t I?” She poured herself a 
straight shot of bourbon and downed it quickly. 

“My secretary only answers by giving the telephone 


Google 


THE CASE OF THE RADIOACTIVE REDHEAD 45 


number. And I’m not listed in the yellow pages. You'll 
have to do better than that.” 

“All right,” she said. “Mike told me.” 

“Where is she now?” 

“Gone to Mexico, I think.” 

“What?” I suddenly recalled Tad Toby’s weird phone 
call to my office. About Rosarito Beach and the climate 
below the border. 

Dawn poured herself another shot and shrugged. 
“About four o’clock the phone rang. Mike beat me to it. 
She talked so low I couldn’t hear all she was saying, but 
I did catch something about the Rosarito Beach Hotel.” 

“Nice catch. You’d make a whale of a centerfielder 
for the Dodgers.” 

“What does it mean, Erik?” 

My gaze shifted to the billowing fog outside the sliding 
glass door. “What time did she leave?” 

“About a quarter to five. She packed a bag and zoomed 
out Aai here so fast you would have thought her tail was 
on fire.” 

My brain formed a quick image of Mike Valdez with 
her hip slingers blazing and I said, “Mind if I use your 
phone?” 

“Be my guest,” Dawn answered, tipping the bottle 
again. Her voice lifted like it was beginning to feel the 
drinks. 

Before I could raise the receiver, the phone rang. I 
answered quickly. Glory’s pixie voice burst in my ear- 
drum. 
“Rouge, the devil is paying.” 

“What devil?” : 

“The one Lieutenant Steel mentioned. Guy Cavalier.” 

“What about him, Glory?” My hand tensed on the re- 
ceiver, 

“He came in about fifteen minutes ago, tossed a check 
for one thousand dollairs on my desk and said you were 
fired.” 

“Fired?” i 

“From the case, Rouge. The check is signed by Mon- 
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sieur MacMurray McDonald weeth Toby-McDonald Pro- 
ductions printed on the top.” 

“Did you compare the signature against the check we 
received as a retainer?” 

“Oui. They look the same. I guess you are out.” 

“That’s what they think, baby.” I glanced at voluptuous 
Dawn. “I kind of like this case. Think I'll stick around.” 

That look I was giving Dawn must have filtered through 
in my voice because Glory broke, “Rouge, is that blonde 
using her little finger on you?” 

“Not exactly,” I said. “PI tell you all about it when I 
get back from Mexico. This may be a long night, baby, 
so keep-a candle burning in the window. And if you need 
me, call the Rosarito Beach Hotel. I think the number is 
114.” 

After I hung up, Dawn waltzed toward me jiggling 
all those lovely jiggly things and said, “Are you going to 
Mexico alone?” 

“Depends.” 

“Oh what?” she purred, wriggling so near I winced. 

“On whether you have a mark of some kind on the 
back of your right calf.” 

“why don’t you take a peek. I’m open for ispection: 

“Ah, yeah—well—” 

“The only mark I have is a small scar on my—” 

“Dawn—I—think we can dispense with the inspection 
tight now. Anyway, you could be wearing some sort of 
insoluble makeup and—” - 

She winked. “I never wear makeup, panties or a garter 
belt. That’s a rule with me. Now do you want proof or do 
I pack a toothbrush?” 

I grinned. “I don’t know who you're trying to kid 
with those straight slugs of bourbon and all the sexy in- 
nuendoes. But I think you’re honest. Pack two tooth- 
brushes and let’s go.” 


Laguna Beach is about halfway between the Mexican 
border and Los Angeles. It is a quaint little community 
with 9999 wildly avid citizens and one wildly avid screw- 
ball. Me. I own a huge house on the side of Mystic Hill 
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overlooking Laguna and the rolling Pacific. To most 
people looking down from the road above, the five-bed- 
room, four-bath house resembles a normal five-bedroom, 
four-bath house with a shake roof and a white-painted 
brick chimney jutting up. But those poor souls have never 
had an opportunity to glimpse my tree house or the jungle 
of vines and leaves that shield it and the free-form swim- 
ming pool and man-made river that rushes down from the 
side of the hill. 

We made a brief stop to pick up some equipment I 
felt I needed, but by the time I’d located what I was 
looking for I lost all track of Dawn and her fabulous 
equipment. I finally found her—emersed in a white shroud 
of fog—and equally emersed in my pool. 

“Hey!” I yelled, stumbling over a pile of clothing 
scattered on slate stones at the water’s edge. “Hey, we’re 
in a hurry.” 

I caught a glint of golden hair on the surface of the 
dark pool and suddenly a splash of water dappled my 
pants legs. 

“Bring me a warm drink, Erik, and a towel. I’m 
freezing!” 

I tore off my coat and slipped it around her shoulders. 
She wriggled under my touch, whirling and rising on 
the slate like a tumultuous sea nymph. My coat clung to 
her wetly and she grasped the lapels together, pushing a 
lock of hair back from her forehead. 

“You silly little fool,” I said. “The pool isn’t heated 
this time of year. You'll catch your death of cold.” 

“I don’t mind,” she said, racing toward the lights of the 
jtree house. “Last one with a drink is a party pooper.” 

She must have discovered my tree house before going 
for her swim. It’s a simple affair, four feet off the ground, 
ten feet square and not an inch of it made for squares. In 
one corner is a bar constructed from a huge African 
mask, equipped with all sorts of goodies, from a Gorilla’s 
Grasp, created with imported rums and papaya juices, 
to a Congo Cocktail, squeezed from monkey tails and 
fifteen herbs and guaranteed to cause all kinds of monkey 
business. Next to the bar was a foam rubber couch cov- 


Google 


48 THE CASE OF THE RADIOACTIVE REDHEAD 


ered in tiger skins, and a pair of Zulu drums that made 
more music than Count Basie and Artie Shaw rolled 
into one. 

Dawn collapsed on the tiger couch growling fiercely 
and smiling all at the same beautiful time. “Somebody | 
has eaten my porridge.” | 

“Now look little blonde riding hood,” I said, standing 
angrily beside the couch. “You promised to be a good 
little girl until we reach Mexico, right?” 

“Erik,” she laughed, “who are you trying to kid with 
those straight slugs of wisdom and straight-laced innuen- 
does. You’re about as honest as a Mickey Finn.” She sat 
up, lips glistening with beads of water, my coat opening 
slightly across her smooth wet shoulders. “So you don’t 
like Yoga lessons. I’m not asking you to contemplate my 
. navel.” 

“No?” 

She fell back on the couch. “No.” 

“Dawn, you still don’t convince me.” s 

“What do I have to do?” She let the coat fall open 
carelessly. 

I stood there for a long time. Then slowly I closed the 
sliding door and snapped out the light. Outside fog 
pressed against the glass. The river gurgled and ocean 
waves crashed distantly. The hell with Yoga. 
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THE FOG had lifted by two-thirty when we finally reached 
the Mexican border. Filthy, neon-lit Tijuana still beck- 
oned to the tourist trade which sought dolls, dope and 
delirium. Pre-dawn Tijuana is a virtual cesspool with 
lights. Swarthy faces and bodies lurk in the shadows, or 
flaunt themselves along the main street like fleshy rattle- 
snakes, dames with jangling bracelets and tails, waiting 
to strike venomously. 
I pulled into a parking place along the main drag and 
told Dawn to wait while I made a phone call, I should 
- have known better, but the long drive from Laguna had 
dulled my senses. I was no sooner in the booth and pre- 
paring to call the Rosarito Beach Hotel than the door 
cracked and a pair of black eyes and wicked curves 
stared in at me. 
“Hey, sefior,” she whispered, huskily. “I got something 


I groaned. “Not tonight, Henrietta. Now scram. 


“You want to take a look? It is amazing.” 

“TIl bet. Now leave me alone.” 

“You never see nothing like it before in your life, 
sefior. I can even do tricks. Two dollar for me. Three 
dollar for my seester and me. She can do tricks too.” 

“That’s fine. Now why don’t you and your seester 
go join the flea circus?” 

I should have sensed there was more to her proposition 
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than just a couple of curvaceous sisters with rattley tails. 
A fabulously valuable chunk of U.S. property was miss- 
ing. So were Tad Toby and Mike Valdez. If I’d had any 
brains I would have figured being led into Mexico was a 
well-laid trap. But when there are a couple of well- 
- curved lassies springing the whole bit you don’t usually 
second-guess until the funeral is over. Suddenly I got the 
scent, but almost too late. I dropped the phone .and 
grabbed the dark-eyed señorita, ripping her inside the 
booth. That was the luckiest rip I ever made. Part of her 
dress came loose in my hands and things began spilling 
out all over the place. What came spilling into the booth 
wasn’t half so fancy, but fifty times as big. Holy French 
onions, talk about college kids trying to cram a phone 
booth! i 

A huge hair-backed hand smashed across my chops 
like they were hanging on a Tijuana fiy-ridden meat 
hook. The half-spilling-out Mexican broad screamed, 
ducked and grabbed. At herself, natch. I went for the 
hair-faced hombre who was trying to grab me. 

“Goga, you son-of-a—” I found enough leverage in 
the cramped space to land a knuckle or two on his fierce 
red-bearded face. 

“You thought you would escape the pangs of hell, 
did you?” Goga screamed wildly, thrusting his partially 
bent eight-foot frame on me furiously. “Now you shail 
see what the gods of fury can do to a disbeliever!” 

I took some advice from that spilling-out damsel at my 
feet and ducked as Goga launched a hell, fire and brim- 
stone right. His fist smashed through the phone booth’s 
wood wall and he let out an epitaph that should have 
been heard round the world. The force of his blow was 
so violent it tore the booth loose from its old foundations 
and we went head over walls, upside down into the neon- 
lit Tijuana street. 

Man oh man, what a shoving around we took as the 
booth bounced on its roof and went slamming into a 
dirty gutter. I couldn’t tell bosoms from beards. They 
all sort of blended together in the whirl of walls, floor 
and ceiling until we crashed to a stop. Then I found we 
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were sort of in reverse order: Goga on the bottom, the 
girl in between and me spreadeagled on top of the gregari- 
ous heap. 

“Anybody for three-handed bridge?” I asked, as the 
dust settled outside and the cries of curious onlookers 
began to rise. 

“I kill you,” Goga roared, trying to extract his fist 
from the shattered booth wall. “I kill you for what you 
did to my Carlene.” 

I didn’t have a chance to ask him what the devil he 
meant by that because a couple of slim hairy-backed 
hands reached in and plucked me out of the booth. 
Since I was the guy on top and there was a half-clothed, 
screaming Mexican girl in between they didn’t even 
bother with Goga. Either that or they figured they’d 
never be able to take him alive without losing three men 
and a phone booth. 

I wound up in the Tijuana police headquarters, a drab 
stucco building that must have been erected by the Incas. 
A slovenly looking officer with a pock-marked swarthy 
face stood over me with a billy club. 

He would have loved sinking that bulgy billy in my 
scalp if he hadn’t been a half-pint stooge with a menacing 
glower and a gutless spine. 

“You have offended this community, sefior,” he rasped, 
circling my chair, spitting on the tiled floor. 

“Oh, I meant this community no offense,” I said. “It’s 
offensive enough as it is.” 

His eyeballs bulged with fury. “You americanos turistas 
think this is some sort of playground, and we cajole you 
because you are rich and we need your money. But when 
you go to such lengths as you did tonight and tear apart 
our property and our women, we must put a stop to it.” 

“Look, Lieutenant—or Generalissimo—or whatever you 
are—lI just stopped to make a phone call—and then one 
of your women stepped inside and the whole damned 
business fell in the street.” 

He grinned through his teeth. “You expect me to be- 
lieve this cock and ball story—” 

“Cock and bull,” I corrected. 
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“Do you deny that you were making a disturbance?” 

“I was making a phone call to Rosarito Beach. You 
arrested the wrong man.” 

The Mexican officer’s thick brows lifted wisely. “Oh?” 

“Yeah, the other guy had a long red beard down to 
his knees and was about eight feet tall—” 

“Did he have a flock of reindeer, sefior, and a big red 
sleigh and did he shout ‘Merry Christmas’ as you went 
turning over and over in that telephone booth?” 

“You—you probably think I'm crazy, huh? Well, you 
just ask the officers who arrested me if they didn’t see 
an eight-foot man with a long red beard and—” 

“Señor,” the Mexican said, shaking his head futilely. 
“Do you plan to stay in Baja California long?” 

“No, not exactly.” 

He grinned pleasantly. “The war between Mexico and 
the United States is long over. Do you wish it to begin 
again 99 

“All I want to do is make a phone call to Rosarito 
Beach. That’s all I stopped in this damned town for in 
the first place. Then all of a sudden this spilling-out doll 
with the double-decker deal and triple-headed price came 
waltzing along—and after her came this creep with the 
beard who stands on his head and contemplates his 
navel—” $ 

“Señor,” the officer wailed, gesturing, “use the phone 
please, and then go back to the United States. I am a very 
tired old man who has had little sleep. Don’t keep me 
awake forever, please?” 

I shrugged. “Okay, but you’re making a big mistake.” 

“Why, señor?” 

“Because that red-bearded giant has probably figured 
a way out of that phone booth by now, and we’re just 
liable to meet again on the streets. If that happens we’ll 
blow Tijuana off the map.” 


It was past three o’clock by the time I got back to my 
Chrysler “300.” For an instant, as I approached the sleek, 
white-bodied convertible, I had the grisly feeling Dawn 
had been spirited away by that crazy nut Goga. But she 
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was stretched out on the front seat, blonde hair rumpled 
about her face, and when I opened the door she sat up 
blinking and rubbing her eyes. 

“Hey, that was a long phone call,” she said, stretching. 
. “Longer than you think, baby. It’s the first time I 
ever talked person to person with a beard and a billy 
club practically at the same time.” 

I flicked the ignition switch and backed out onto the 
rutted Tijuana main street. I had a strange feeling that 
she knew what had happened, and was playing it cool. 
She had played it hot in my tree house. Too hot. Maybe 
stalling for time. 

“You—you fell asleep, huh?” I said. 

She nodded, nuzzling against me. “As soon as you left 
the car I put my head down and went clunk. I guess that 
—that swim in your pool was more relaxing than I 
thought.” 

“Yeah.” 

She must have felt my anger. “Whats the matter, 
_ Erik?” : 

“Tell me something, Dawn. Why do you think the 
radium bomb was stolen?” 

“I—I haven’t the slightest idea. When I heard about 
the theft I thought it was crazy.” 

We whirled past the Hi-Li Stadium, and in the glare 
of lights which sprayed the huge stucco building I noticed 
a car pulling out of a side street. 

“It’s crazy, all right,” I said, shifting my eyes to the rear 
view mirror as the other vehicle’s headlights blinked into 
sight behind us. “For somebody who has cancer, that 
little hot potato might be worth a million dollars. For 
anybody who hasn’t, it shouldn’t be worth five cents, un- 
less—” 

“Unless what, Erik?” 

“Have you ever heard of chemotherapy?” 

“No.” 

“It’s the use of highly technical chemicals to arrest or 
attempt to cure cancer and its allied forms, such as 
leukemia.” 

“That’s cancer of the blood?” 
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“Yes.” My gaze shifted to the headlights which trailed 
us distantly in the dark night. “There is still no known 
nonsurgical cure for cancer, Dawn. Science has tested 
with radioisotopes, chemotherapy, even working on a 
theory that viruses cause the disease, but no one knows 
definitely yet what causes cancer or how to effectively 
cure it.” 

“What are you trying to say, Erik?” 

“There are all kinds of quacks in the world, Dawn. 
People who claim thay have a sure cure for anything 
from postnasal drip to elephantiasis. They refute the 
medical profession, hinder its technological advancement 
and brutally and cold-bloodedly kill thousands every year. 
The radium bomb in the hands of this kind of person 
could be a very deadly weapon. Our thief has already 
proved that by seriously injuring Carlene Tracy.” 

Dawn laughed lightly, brushing at her hair. “You’re 
too scientific for me, Erik. I can’t follow you.” 

“Maybe not,” I said, studying the advancing head- 
lights grimly. “But we’re being followed.” 

“What?” Dawn whirled, glancing through the rear win- 
dow. “Followed? By whom, Erik?” 

“By either the Tijuana police or an eight-foot nut with 
a red beard and, I hope, a broken right hand.” 

“Goga?” 

“You're batting a thousand, baby.” 

“But, Erik, I don’t understand.” 

“Baby, don’t tell me you thought Goga was contem- 
plating a long distance phone call when he ripped that 
booth off its hinges?” 

She said the words so honestly I almost believed her. 
“Goga was with you in the phone booth?” 

“He was until we did a ground loop together. He sure 
picked a hard way to raid a coin box.” 

Her eyes riveted on the rear window. “Erik, they’re 
gaining on us!” 

I shoved down on the gas pedal and the dark hills of 
Baja California began to hurtle by like lumps of coal 
pouring from a dump truck. We swerved around corners, 
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skidding wildly, throwing up huge billows of dust in the 
night sky. 7 

Finally I said, “Who’s with him, Dawn?” 

“I don’t know what you're talking about.” 

“The French Apple Annie or the Tahitian tail twister?” 

“Erik, look out!” 

We barreled around a sharp curve like a demonstrator 
on a test run at Detroit. A sign flashed past announcing 
that we had made the turn toward Rosarito Beach. 

In the glare of the dashlights Dawn’s face greyed as 
sallow as marble in a graveyard. “Erik, please slow 
down!” 

“Tell the truth, baby,” I demanded. “Who called Mike 
Valdez?” 

She gripped my shoulder, whimpering fearfully, star- 
ing at the reeling, rutted road. “I don’t know.” 

I slammed the gas pedal to the floor and my “300” felt 
like it was going to take off. “Who, baby?” 

“J—I please, Erik. You don’t understand!” 

“Who, Dawn?” 

“Goga,” she said, piteously, eyes riveted weirdly. 

“And who is Goga?” 

“A—a doctor of—of philosophy, religion, medicine— 
love—” 

The little village of Rosarito Beach spun into view: 
a cluster of shacks, -broken-down old stores, a pump- 
type filling station, then the gabled white entry into the 
Rosarito Beach Hotel. I slammed on the brakes, spun the 
wheel and veered through the opening like a shot out of 
a cannon. The parking lot was dark and filled with cars, 
I pulled around quickly behind a long row of fancy con- 
Wertibles and sedans and rammed to a stop in the one 
open space along the line. Then I flattened Dawn under 
me in the seat. f 

‘Don’t make a sound,” I whispered, menacingly. 

“He’ll get you, Erik,” she moaned. “No matter where 
you hide, he’ll get you.” 

I heard a car pull into the parking lot, grinding its 
brakes, tires squealing. “What does he want?” 
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“Your neck,” Dawn muttered, trembling violently. 
“You'll have to kill him if you want to stay alive.” 

“How come you know so much about Goga? Are you 
one of his apple turnovers like Frenchy?” 

“I—I was once.” 

The other car came to a stop, a door opening some- 
where nearby, gravel crunching loudly. I extracted the 
Webly .38 from inside my shoulder holster and shoved 
an index finger into the trigger guard opening. 

“So then what happened?” I said, cocking my face 
toward the window, cheek brushing along her deeply 
curved breasts. “Did you tire of standing on your head 
and contemplating his knobby kneecaps?” 

“I married him,” she managed, through clenched teeth. 
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THE BEACH at Rosarito is a wide, flat shelf of sand. So 
wide in fact that the hotel, a grotesque monastery of 
white stucco, lies several hundred yards from the water. 
Still the murmur of gentle waves splashing on the shore 
can be heard inside the lavish dining room and even be- 
yond in the vast limits of the parking lot. 

As Dawn April and I lay squeezed together in the 
front seat of my “300” there was very little to hear 
except the inexorable impact of heavy hoofs in the 
gravel as they moved nearer. 

The blonde little voluptuous “nudie cutie” was wiggling 
and shaking so much I thought she was about ready to 
break into one of her sensuous dances. And I was shook 
plenty by what she had just told me about her betrothal to 
ted-bearded Goga. 

“What the hell did you marry him for?” I whispered 
lowly. “Free lessons?” 

“No.” 

‘Don’t tell me you fell for that bit about being a doctor 
of philosophy, religion, medicine, love—” 

“He really is,” she protested. 

“Honey, he’d have to be ninety years old and so worn 
out he couldn’t lift a sheepskin.” 

The footsteps came nearer. I lifted my .38 and groaned. 
“If he comes any closer he’s going to be a doctor of 
metallurgy, that’s for sure.” 

Goga—if it was Goga—must have got my message 
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because the footsteps suddenly reversed their course and 
diminished in a gravel-crunching hurry. A car door 
clanged shut and an engine, gears clashing angrily, ex- 
ploded and melted in the sultry, dark night. 

I rubbed the cool shaft of the .38 against my forehead 
and sat up. “If it hadn’t been for you, baby, I would have 
matched muscle with that red-bearded monster.” 

“He'll be back,” she said, still breathing heavily, eyes 
glistening in the moonlight like two chunks of ice. “Erik, 
let’s get out of here.” 

“What’s your hurry?” I climbed from the “300” and 
extended my hands toward her slim, beautiful body. “I 
have a reservation for two. Of course, I didn’t know I'd 
be spending the weekend with a married woman, but in 
Mexico that’s par for the course.” 

She took my hand and stepped out into the warm night 
air. “We’re divorced. And don’t be crude, Erik.” 

I laughed angrily. “How crude were you, baby, when 
you sent me on this wild moose chase? You must hate 
him pretty good to figure I'd put a bullet between his 
eyes. Or me worse if you thought he’d shove me into a 
phone booth coin slot. Which is it?” 

She hesitated, then said, “I'd like a drink.” 

“Isn’t that where I came in?” 

“T’m serious, Erik.” 

“So am I, baby. I’m' tired of floundering around in 
lakes, leaky bathrooms and launched telephone booths. 
PI give you two drinks and twenty minutes—and that’s 
all.” 

Her blue eyes widened hopefully, slim tapered fingers 
pressing against my coat, lips parting like they’d parted 
in my tree house and I couldn’t help thinking—okay, 
three drinks and thirty minutes! When you're fooling 
with a blonde-haired boa constrictor you might as well 
enjoy yourself before the next squeeze. 

I took our suitcases from the trunk and we walked into 
the massive tiled foyer, Dawn’s high spiked heels clatter- 
ing rhythmically as she moved. To our right as we 
approached the front desk was a thick-carpeted stairway 
leading up to the second floor of the old hotel. I banged 
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on the counter and a swarthy-faced Mexican kid wearing 
earphones leaped awake at the switchboard. We could 
hear music drifting in from the dining room, and the 
sounds of people dancing and drinking and milling around. 

The kid shoved off the earphones and sleepily checked 
us in. He admired Dawn with a heavy-lidded stare and 
then grinned. “A room for two, señor?” 

“Yeah,” I said, glancing at Dawn. “With two beds and 
a bullet-proof wall between.” 

The kid laughed. “You make the beeg funny, no?” 

“No,” I said. “Give us what you’ve got as long as it has 
a lock on the door strong enough to resist a three-hundred- 
pound blockbuster.” 

The kid shrugged, ringing for a bellboy. “You must be 
a Hollywood comedian, señor. You have me in the 


’ stitches.” 


When the bellboy arrived I gave him the suitcases, took 
the room key and we went into the bar. 

“I thought you said you had a reservation,” Dawn 
said, edging her rounded derriere onto a stool. 

“If I stick around you long, baby, I'll have one for 
sure—at Forest Lawn.” I glanced at the huge crowd in 
the dining room. “So tell me, where’s Tad Toby and Mike 
Valdez?” 

“Why don’t you ask at the desk?” Dawn said, ordering 
a double martini. 

“Because I'd rather be surprised than disappointed.” 

“Erik, you have the wrong idea about me.” 

“Do 1?” 

“Ves. ” 

I ordered my usual, a Scotch mist, and Dawn lifted 
her martini triumphantly. “Here’s to sin and success.” 

I grinned. “That must be the standing toast in Baja 
California. Dawn, you really puzzle me. You don’t fit the 
pattern.” ` 

Her brows raised. “What pattern, Erik?” 

“The pattern of a dame who’s trying to get somebody 
killed.” 

“Is there a pattern?” 

I squinted at the dancing figures whirling in the dim 
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lights of the dining room. “Usually. You remember the 
dame in Cain’s novel, The Postman Always Rings Twice?” 

“Sure. Lana Turner played the part in the movie— 
with John Garfield.” 

“Yeah, that’s right. She had a husband she wanted to 
knock off, so she cleverly conned this fruit picker into 
pulling off the job. They wired his bathtub.” 

“Clever idea.” 

“Almost as clever as a dame conning a private investi- 
gator into snockering her husband on the pretense he is 
an international thief.” 

~- Dawn’s gaze became smoldering and intent. “There’s 
where you’re wrong, Erik. Really wrong.” 

“Okay, I’m listening.” 

She grinned through the martini glass, a sensual edge 
to it loaded with all kinds of tree house shenanigans. 
“Not yet. You made a deal. Two drinks and twenty 
minutes.” 

I checked my watch. “Okay, you have just twenty 
minutes, and you already have your two drinks.” 

“Nope,” she said, shaking her head cutely. “One drink. 
‘We don’t count doubles.” 

“Oh, yeah?” I whirled. That wildly wonderful Mexican 
“nudie cutie” stood so near to me I could feel the smolder- 
ing heat of her voluptuous body. 


“Como esta usted?” I blurted, grabbing dark-haired 
Mike Valdez by the arm. “Still playing the old taco 
shell game, huh, baby?” I glanced around the room. 
“Under which tortilla is Tad Toby?” 

She seemed glad to see us, which puzzled the devil out 
of me. “Sefior Toby is in room 17. Didn’t you receive his 
message?” 

I blinked. “I got a message, but it wasn’t very clear. In 
fact, according to my secretary, it was muddled as all 
hell.” 

Mike Valdez wore a low-cut purple dress that would 
have been banned in Boston and probably anywhere 
else except Mexico, When she leaned forward to lift a 
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drink off the bar even her navel showed, and this was not 
a two-piece outfit! 

The Mexican doll grinned openly when she noticed 
that I noticed. “Sefior Toby has been waiting for your 
arrival. He asked me to tell you to come back to room 17 
if I saw you.” ; 

I blinked again for a couple of reasons. They were so 
obviously obvious in the front of her bra-less dress that 
I could hardly tear my eyes away. I finally managed to 
turn my. gaze on double-martini Dawn, who was gulping 
and grinning like a cat who ate the aviary. 

“Tm beginning to think you’re the world’s biggest liar,” 
I said, burning Dawn with my green eyes. “I thought you 
said—” 

“I still have fifteen minutes, darling,” Dawn. cooed, 
winking. “No confessions until the time is up and the 
drinks are down.” 

“Be my guest,” I said, shoving my drink toward her 
and climbing from the stool. “PIL be back.” 

Dawn was full of the devil and'scratching for trouble. 
“If you don’t find me here, baby,” she said, “Ill be in our 
room. I like to confess my sins in—in private.” 

Mike Valdez apparently didn’t appreciate the innuendo. 
Her dark mascaraed lashes snapped angrily at the buxom 
blonde. ` 

I tried to relieve the tension by forcing a grin on my 
lips. “Don’t contemplate any naval officers while I’m gone. 
I'd hate to return and find you both standing at attentiqn 
on your heads.” 


Room 17 was off the dining room, down a wide tiled 
corridor with glass windows on one side and brightly 
painted beams above. I waited only a few seconds after 
knocking before Tad Toby’s flabby-jowled face appeared. 
He was clutching a shot glass in one hand and a half-shot 
redhead in the other. Neither was very clothed or sober. 

“Erik,” Tad blurted, trying to shake my hand, first 
with the glass and then with the redhead, “Come on in. 
T’ve been waiting for you.” 

“Maybe I ought to drop back later, Tad,” I said, scan- 
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ning the cute chemise-clad redhead, who was obviously 
seven sheets to the wind and one sheet away from you- 
know-where. 

“Nonsense,” Tad drilled, drawing me into the room. 
“This is Mexico. We don’t stand on ceremony down here.” 
He laughed merrily. “We live, love and lie together.” 

“You can say that again,” I said, entering the large 
suite and noting an array of disarranged bras, bottles and 
babes. Two gals, both asleep, were curled in one of the 
huge oversized beds in the room. 

“Good to see you, Erik,” Tad mumbled, staggering to a 
chair and tumbling redhead up into it. “I’ve had a rough 
day.” 

“I can see that,” I said, crossing to a window and 
thrusting it open. 

“We have to shoot six hundred feet of film tomorrow, 
Erik. I don’t know whether Pll make it or not.” 

I whirled. “You mean you're here at Rosarito Beach 
to shoot more of the picture?” 

“You might call it that, old buddy,” Tad said, downing 
the remainder of his drink. “I was so tanked this afternoon 
when I talked with your secretary I guess I didn’t make 
myself very clear.” ; 

“No, I guess you didn’t.” I tried not to look at the 
shapely redhead who had stopped worrying about her 
chemise and was crossing her legs and revealing a long 
lengthy view of black stockings and garter belt. “I 
wouldn’t be here, Tad,” I continued, “except there’s a 
little matter of a blonde liar, and a severance check from 
Mac. What about the latter?” 

Toby laughed gently. “I wouldn’t let that bother me, 
old buddy. That’s Mac for you. He hires, fires and rehires 
like he was a power-drunk bigwig at central casting.” 

“There’s more to it than that, Tad.” 

“Qh?” 

I glanced at the heavy-lidded, heavy-bosomed redhead. 
Tad caught my glance and said, “Oh, this is Cecile Mur- 
ray. She plays one of the maidens in the new film. Cecile, 
this is Erik March.” 

“Hi,” she said, rather breathlessly, extending a warm 
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hand which I took, but shouldn’t have since I was 
more interested in getting her out of the room so Tad and 
I could talk. She couldn’t have been more than twenty. 
A husky, flush-faced kid with dimpled cheeks and a look- 
at-me-I’m-Jayne way about her that was kind of sickening 
because it was so fake and put on. With a negligee and a 
garter belt she was Hollywood’s answer to La Dolce Vita 
—a bright-eyed kid who someday might wind up in a 
flesh mill. She was already well on her way. 

“Cecile Murray,” I said, recalling the name. “Don’t 
you room with Frenchy Appleton?” 

“That’s right,” she said, staggering slightly, the flesh 
of her young body blatantly exposed in the thin gown. 
“You know Frenchy?” 

“We have sort of an upside-down acquaintance.” 

She laughed, rather sickeningly. “Don’t we all have 
those kind of acquaintances, Mr. March? It’s an upside- 
down world. In fact, if you asked me where I am right 
now I couldn’t tell you. I could be standing on the edge of 
a volcano or kneeling in a church.” 

I felt sorry for this girl and it made me mad to hear 
her talk so drunkenly. “I can guarantee you this, Miss 
Murray, you are not in a church.” 

“Oh, shut up, Cecile,” Tad blurted, stumbling toward 
an open bottle of Oso Negro gin. “Have another drink.” 

I stopped the chubby director before he could start 
pouring. “I think she’s had enough, Tad. So have you.” 

“Don’t tell me what to do!” he roared, shoving me 
harshly and falling fiat on his face. 

Tad Toby and I had served with the same outfit in the 
Army. We’d waded ashore together at Normandy, duck- 
ing through bullets, waves and barbed wire, and taking 
the worst of it as men and machines plopped and blew 
apart on all sides of us. I carried him two hundred yards 
once through heavy mortar fire to an aid station. Now as 
I lifted his bulk over my shoulder I couldn’t help 
thinking about that bloody morning and recalling his 
twisted, gut-aching face as he cussed, cursed and damned 
me every inch of the way. 

The cute redhead blinked dazedly as I brushed past 
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her. “Go home, Miss Murray,” I said. “Not just to your 
room, but home. Go back to Sioux City, Iowa, or to 
Simpleville, U.S.A. or wherever the hell you came from. 
Go back before your pumpkin turns into a punk. Before 
you switch from joy juice to junk.” 

I carried Tad down to the ocean and tossed him head- 
first into the surf. He floundered momentarily, then stood 
up and started swinging. He went down four times before 
he had sense enough to crawl out and stretch himself on 
the sand beside me. 

“You son of a—” he groaned. “I ought to kill you.” 

“Is that any way to talk to a guy who saved your fat 
skin once,” I said, shoving his face in the sand. 

He sat up, spitting and shaking his wet balding head. 
“Every time I have a good thing going you always spoil 
it. You did the same thing in Paris.” 

“Pigalle Pally they called you.” 

“Yeah,” he said bitterly, “and every time I got too 
drunk you had to show up and toss me in the Seine.” 

I nodded, glowering up at the moonlit sky, “Eight 
thousand miles and more than fifteen years haven't _ 
changed you much, Tad. You're still cutting up like you 
did in Piccadilly and Pigalle.” 

He grunted, wiping his thick-jowled face. “I wouldn’t 
talk, old buddy. What about the time I caught you when 
you leaped out a second-story window in Estre, France. 
You could have broken your damned fool neck.” 

I shrugged. “The building was on fire.” 

“Sure. And so was the madam when the police hauled 
her away. Now whose skin are we saving, old buddy?” 

I sagged back in the sand and said, “Tad, are all the 
girls here at the hotel?” 

“All except Carlene Tracy.” 

“What about Mai Tai?” 

“She came down with Mac.” 

“Who are the two dolls flaked out in your room?” 

Tad laughed. “That isn’t my room. I’ve got a bungalow 
south of the hotel. You don’t think I was—” 

“What were you doing with Cecile Murray?” 
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“We—we were having a private conversation. You 
know about—about—” 

“The birds and the bees?” 

“No!” 

“She’s a sweet young kid, Tad. Don’t turn her into a 
sour grape before she’s twenty-one. Who are the other 
two dolls?” 

“I don’t know,” Tad stammered. “Hand maidens. Fill- 
in stuff. Cripes, they downed a quart of gin between them 
before it got dark.” 

“Don’t con me, Tad. What are their names?” 

“Well, the one with the big bouffant hair is Juliette 
Scott. She’s been in all the nudie magazines. A real 
comer.” 

“And the other?” 

“Princella Goodall. They call her Goody for short. 
She’s not very short or very good. But she’s built.” 

I sat up on the white sand, squinting into misty spray 
that blew up from the sea. “That accounts for eight girls, 
including Carlene Tracy. Who are the other two?” 

“Nondescripts,” Tad said, lifting himself erect. “Big 
bodies, beautiful faces. So what?” j 

“Names, Tad.” 

“Look, Erik. I got excited last night when that radium 
bomb turned up stolen. I hired you because you were my 
old buddy. I figured you'd find it fast and painlessly and 
that would be that. I didn’t think you’d start being a hero 
again and tossing me in the drink.” 

“Tad, you’ré turning this picture into a private orgy,” 
I said. “How the hell am I supposed to find that bomb 
with everybody drunk and half naked—” 

“That's right, Erik. How the hell are you when you 
spend so much time meddling in my personal business— 
and furthermore, maybe I go along with Mac’s sever- 
ance check he sent you today—” 

I grabbed him by the shirt collar. “Tad, you want to 
know something? I don’t want to work for you. And I 
don’t want your money. You can tale it and that rotten 
smut of yours and shove it!” I ripped my hands loose and 
started up the beach. “When I tossed you in. the Seine 
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years ago I should have left you. Maybe I should have 
left you lying on Normandy Beach—because I think a lot 
of decent people would have stayed a lot cleaner without 
you.” 

“Erik!” 

“Get lost, pal.” . 

I was about fifteen feet away when it happened. 

Tad had apparently started after me. We were in a 
direct line with the hotel and its lights gleamed faintly in 
the distance. Then a sharp wink of light burst in the 
cluster. 

Something burned past my shoulder. 

I dropped, digging for cover in the sand. 

Tad dropped, too. 

But he didn’t get up. 

I crawled to him, wedging my elbows deep in the 
sand, dragging my legs. 

Tad’s face was contorted. Teeth clenched. A smear of 
blood gleamed in the moonlight as it blotted his white 
shirt. 
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BETWEEN THE Rosarito Beach Hotel and the rumbling 
Pacific, stubby dark pilings rise from the sand, inter- 
laced with barbed wire. Here and there the treacherous 
barricade has been snipped to allow the passage of beach- 
goers, wild bottle parties and lovers. 

Carrying Tad Toby across that white moonlit stretch 
of sand and through one of those openings reminded me 
of Omaha Beach more than fifteen years before. Ahead of 
us the hotel lights gleamed rawly just as the explosion 
of German mortar shells had gleamed on D-day. Blood 
spurted from Tad’s wounded shoulder, streaming down 
my sharkskin suit. I ran like the very devil, expecting at 

_ any second to be knocked galleywest by another shot from 
the same high-powered rifle which had scuttled me in 
Westlake Park. 

In my line of work you don’t sit around waiting for a 
medic or stand by for reinforcements. You just grab hold 
and move before some creep puts a crimp in your carcass. 

I made the hotel swimming pool area before the rifle- 
man had a chance to realign his sights, But there was no 
sound. The bright stones, tables and chairs fanned out 
into a breeze-whipped quiet. I grabbed a big beach towel 
somebody had left behind and dropped Tad on it not too 
ceremoniously. He groaned from the impact. Pd checked 
his wound before making our hurried exodus from the 
beach. Tad had lost a few ounces of fatty tissue under 
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the left shoulder blade. But that was all. He bled like a 
stuck pig and moaned even louder. 

“Easy, buddy,” I said. “You still may live to be ninety 
if you quit living it up with booze and babes.” 

“What happened, Erik?” he managed, grimacing up at 
me. 

“I got a hunch somebody took a shot at my hide and 
punctured yours instead.” I stood up and surveyed the 
semilit pool area. “You should either go to Vic Tanny’s or 
learn the Twist. You had the same problem at Nor- 
mandy.” 

“Pm bleeding,” Tad wailed, clutching his shoulder. 

“You're telling me,” I said, removing my .38. “With 
what we could squeeze out of my suit you could start a 
Red Cross bar. It’s ninety percent alcohol.” 

“You son of a —” 

I knew he wasn’t too seriously hurt when he said that. 
He kept.swearing all. the way to room 15. We didn’t bump 
into anybody in the brightly tiled corridor, but as we 
turned into the room I met Frenchy Appleton on her way 
out. And in a tissue-thin, tight-fitting, come-squeeze-me 
negligee she was going several different directions all at 
the same time. 

“Frenchy,” I blurted, pushing her back inside. “What 
the devil have you been doing in my room?” 

“You—your room?” she stammered, trying to cover 
her cute shape. Then she saw my suit and Tad’s shoulder 
and her face buckled. “My God!” 

* “You mean, my Goga!” I said, lowering Tad on the 
bed. “There’s a first aid kit in my suitcase. Now start 
contemplating it. Fast!” 

She scurried faster than I thought she would under 
the circumstances, and in a fairly short time we had Tad’s 
wound cleansed, wrapped in gauze and taped ‘securely. 
Then I poured him a straight shot of bourbon from a 
flask in my hip pocket and he passed out thankfully. 

Frenchy had responded like a pro, even in her damn- 
edly revealing negligee. I handed her a cigarette after we 
walked outside onto a narrow’ terrace and she inhaled 
the smoke gratefully. 
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“You must have worked as a nurse,” I said, scanning 
her luscious contours in the dim light. 

‘ “No,” she said, gulping the smoke. “My dad was a 
‘surgeon in a hospital in Portland for a few years before he 
died back in 1949. Maybe I learned a few tricks from 
him.” - 

* I shook my head. “Two inches one way or the other 
and I would have been a real dead hero.” I nodded 
‘toward the room. “The same goes for your employer. 
‘What gives, Frenchy?” 

She leaned against a metal railing, trying to avoid my 

glower. “What gives with you? The last I knew you were 
taking a survey on how many women wear leg makeup. 
Looks like you’ve switched your survey from Hollywood 
‘to Mexico.” 
‘ “Yeah,” I said. “Only now I’m taking a survey on 
how many men wear bullet holes after meeting Goga. He 
almost got two in one shot tonight. If he keeps this up he’ll 
‘beat the brave little tailor.” 

Even in the moonlight her face showed angry defiance. 
“You have your Gogas mixed,” she said. 

“And you’ve got your navels mixed,” I returned sharply, 
gripping her lovely shoulders. “What the hell were you 
doing when he busted into your apartment and tried to 
bust my chops? That was not Yoga, baby, that was more 
like Russian roulette.” A 

“You don’t understand,” she said, blinking. 

“I understand only one thing,” I said, lifting her tautly 
against me. “Somebody took some rare shots at me today. 
Once in Hollywood and again in Mexico. Between times 
I spent some exhilarating moments bouncing around in a 
phone booth with a half-naked Mexican babe and a guy 
with a long red beard. Now tell me, which one was the 
Goga?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Well, I do. Get smart, baby.” 

“Erik,” she pleaded lowly. “You really don’t under- 
stand!” 

“That’s what Dawn’s been saying. So why don’t you 
explain it?” 
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"T can’t.” 

I thrust her hard against the metal railing. “What are 
you, all bats or something? A radium bomb has been 
stolen. Its capable of killing like a maniac with a meat 
cleaver. So what happens? A girl is burned by it, a boat 
is shot out from under me, Mai Tai tells the police I- took 
it. Goga tries to bend me into knots and Tad Toby is in- 
jured. And you have the guts to stand here and tell me 
I don’t understand!” 

“You don’t,” she said, rubbing her forehead. 

“Okay,” I said. “This is probably the neatest run- 
around since Roger Bannister broke the four-minute mile, 
but I’m not going to turn in my track shoes until I find 
that bomb.” 

“Roger who?” 

“Roger over and out.” I walked Frenchy back inside 
troom 15. My anger began to subside when she reached 
the door leading into the corridor. . 

“Look, Frenchy,” I said, apologetically. “I’ve had kind 
of a rough day. And maybe I have been barking up the 
wrong tree—” I glanced down at her shapely legs. “—or 
limbs. Forgive me if I’ve jumped on you—” 

She blinked innocently. “I forgive you, Erik.” 

“Well, I—I wasn’t really taking a survey when I 
stopped in your apartment. You know that, don’t you?” 

“Yes.” She laughed. “You were so cute. I had to give 
you that mother-told-me-never-to-show-my-legs bit. It’s 
a stock routine. I was dying to take off those tights.” 

“You—you were—?” 

She patted my cheek. “Sure.” Her gaze turned to 
bandaged Tad Toby sleeping on the bed. “I’m in room 37. 
Look me up later and Pll buy you a drink.” 

“But—” 

She disappeared down the corridor, negligee swishing, 
hips swinging, my eyeballs clicking like a pair of dice. I 
stepped back inside the room and surveyed Tad’s lumped, 
fat form sprawled on the bloody spread. He seemed to be 
resting comfortably. I placed a blanket over him, stepped 
into the bathroom and removed my coat. Then I dashed 
a spray of cold water over my face and took off my tie, 
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shoulder holster and shirt. Frenchy’s cute figure kept 
flashing through my brain. So did a portrait of Dawn 
April lifting herself erect beside my pool in that devilish, 
fog-thinned moonlight. And Mike Valdez with her sexy 
hip slingers, belly button and all kinds of bravado that 
would last from here to Mexico City. Somehow they all 
seemed mysteriously mixed up with bearded Goga, the 
ape with the telephonic fist and telepathic rifle. Then there 
was delicious, nutritious, surreptitious Mai Tai, the girl 
with the Tahitian body and treacherous tongue. If you 
took all four of those babes and rolled them into one you’d 
have a menu fit for a king—or the ingredients of an H- 
bomb. 

Collectively or separately those four were dynamite. 
And that still left six others: Carlene Tracy, the radio- 
active redhead who was in the hospital; Cecile Murray, 
the dimple-cheeked darling in black bra and panties 
whom I met in room 17; Juliette Scott and Goody Good- 
all, the two flaked-out broads; and two “nondescripts,” 
as Tad put it, with big bodies and beautiful faces. F 

So far, Frenchy Appleton was the only girl Pd checked 
out for the blemish. I had a lot of calves to cover and not 
much time left in which to do my rustling. There had 
been plenty of time in the tree house to check Dawn, but 
Holy French onions, who inspects çalves at a time like 
that? 

After changing into a spare suit, I checked Tad’s 
wounded shoulder and then the pockets of his blood- 
stained clothes. The heavy-set director stirred slightly, 
but didn’t wake from his. drunken lethargy. Keys to 
rooms 17, 25, 37, and bungalow 9 were in his right-hand 
pants pocket. 

I locked the door behind me, peered cautiously up and 
down the corridor and slipped next door into the setback 
for room 17. Light glared through a slit in the bathroom 
door, spraying a wedge of yellow across the double bed 
where the two “nudie cuties” still slept tangled in a thin 
white sheet and thick black hair. Their faces were a blur 
in the pale light and unraveled hairdos, but those were 
the only blurred things about Juliette and Goody. 
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I had picked up a small geiger counter during my stop 
in Laguna. One large enough to detect radioactive signals 
from a distance of one to two feet and small enough to fit 
in my coat pocket. But the chances of locating the radium 
bomb by this method were almost as minute as the bomb 
itself. I went to work first on several suitcases stacked in 
one corner. They produced a lot of bikini bathing suits, 
bras and whathaveyous, but no blips on my meter. Same 
for all the drawers, littered clothing, jars, bottles, the 
closet, light fixtures, a small gas heater, the bathroom and 
tiled shower. I did run across one interesting item. 
Somebody had apparently picked up one of those dirty 
little books in Tijuana, the kind that starts off with four- 
letter words in the first paragraph and winds up with ten 
men, ten women, a butler, a maid and a French poodle all 
wound together in a prodigious pile. In between all this 
were crude photos of private parts being vicariously 
violated. It made me think again about this Toby-Mc- 
Donald film. About’ the ten women cavorting half-nude 
in color and wide screen at your nearest neighborhood 
theatre. It made me wonder just where we were going 
in the visual entertainment field. Sure, in the roaring 
soundless twenties they had bombarded motion pictures 
with gauzy gowns and gaudy girls, but that was before 
the advent of the brassiere. Now there were so many 
uplifts, pads and publicity, plus so many ponderous pitui- 
taries, the whole works had kind of exploded. Like the TV 
quiz shows. Now the demand was for a “clean breast” of 
things. Truth, honesty, realism. They were allowing 
words like hell, damn and spit on television, and busty 
broads were making noises like maybe a strap might 
break on purpose one frantic night and the tidewaters 
which have been rising in Las Vegas strip shows and in 
Toby-McDonald type films would finally break the “bust” 
barrier. If that ever happened, it would be only a hop, 
skip and a severed G-string to the kind of thing exposed 
so blatantly in the dirty little book I'd found in room 17. 
Imagine that kind of a world! Vaudeville would make a 
comeback, only it would be Tijuana style and much 
rougher. You laugh? Ask the Roman Empire what hap- 
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pened. The orgies, the chaos, the lecherous living are 
history. 

I tossed the dirty little book on the dresser and turned 
toward the bed where the two dolls lay sleeping. Talk 
about weird thoughts. I was having a couple now. What 
would I say if they woke up while I was investigating 
their calves for the V-shaped birthmark? I guessed neither 
was the thief, but I was through passing up chances as 
Pd done with Dawn April. In my business everyone is 
guilty until proved innocent. But this was a helluva way to 
eliminate two possible suspects. 

Cautiously, and very gingerly, I lifted the tangled sheet 
at the bottom of the bed. Man, I felt like Roger Vadim 
directing a scene from Les Liaisons Dangereuses, a daring 
French film which left little to the imagination and too 
many cameras with lint and body makeup on their lenses. 

The first doll was easy. She lay crumpled on her 
stomach, calves fully exposed. I touched the right one 
lightly, testing for makeup, but she didn’t waken. In 
fact, she kind of wriggled in her sleep exotically. Even 
with a handkerchief and some elbow grease she passed 
the test with flying colors. 

I should have quit then. But leave it to old calf-running 
March to produce a genii out of a beautiful limb. The 
second doll groaned a couple of times when I started to 
work. Then she sighed, rolled over and suddenly sat 
up. I didn’t even have enough sense to drop the hot ankle 
and run. What a calf rubber I turned out to be. 

“Hey,” she said, peering at me from under the sheet 
and a twist of coal black hair. “What the hell are you 
doing?” 

“Doing?” I said, still clutching her right ankle. “Well, 
I—I was just—just polishing your—your toenails. You 
see, it’s a service of the house—and—” 

She whirled, ripping loose from my grasp and pulling 
the sheet up under her chin, but leaving her friend in a 
peculiar predicament. i 

“Polishing my what?” she cried. 

“Now—now don’t get excited,” I said, trying not to 
panic. “You have beautiful toes and when you get excited 
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all the blood leaves the lower exfremities and enters the 
brain, and that cuts the toes off completely. I’ve heard of 
some people losing toenails just on that account—and—” 

She grabbed for the phone. “What are you, some kind 
of nut?” 

My hand caught hers before she could lift the receiver. 
“I wouldn’t do that Juliette.” 

“Tm not Juliette, ’m Goody.” 

“Good. I—I mean Goody.” ` 

“TIl scream,” she threatened, parting her full pale lips. 

“Don’t,” I said. “Screaming is very bad for the lungs. 
Tears the tissues. Separates the glandular fibers and 
sometimes causes hiccups.” 

She suddenly studied my face in the swath of light 
coming from the bathroom and her mouth narrowed. So 
did her eyelids. “Hey, you—you’re handsome.” 

“Thanks. You're pretty. Prettier than those parts and 
parcels in that—that book over there.” 

She followed my glance.to the little book I’d tossed in 
the corner. “Oh, that,” she said, cheeks flushing. “That 
belongs to Juliette. She bought it this afternoon in Ti- 
juana. She gets a thrill out of that kind of stuff. I can’t 
go that route.” 

“Good for you—Goody.” I laughed. “Crazy name.” 

“Crazy girl,” she said, brushing back that pile of black _ 
hair. “If I wasn’t crazy I’d have screamed and ran long 
ago. Julie would have screamed. That’s what’s weird. She 

. likes men, but not dark corners. I think that’s why she 
drinks so much. She can’t separate the two.” 

She grinned, beautifully, naively, delightfully. “I never 
learned to sleep with a light on. That way I’m never 
surprised or disappointed. What’s your name?” 

“Erik, with a K.” 

“Norwegian?” 

“Trish.” 

Her mouth was very wide and had cute little niches 
in the corners. “I should have guessed with your red hair 
and green eyes.” 

“What if I had green hair and red eyes?” 

“I'd say you were a Martian.” 
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“And then would you scream?” 

“No.” She blinked her wide brown eyes. “Td buy the 
first available ticket to Mars.” 

“Goody, you are cute.” 

“No, I’m not,” she said, drawing the sheet tighter to 
her chin. “I’m horrible. When I won the Miss Subways 
contest I came to Hollywood with the idea Pd win an 
Oscar, a prince and a million. You know, the first guy I 
met was named Oscar, and he was no prince but he had a 
million ideas.” 

“End of girlhood dream?” 

“Not exactly,” she said, eyes twinkling. “Say, that bit 
about toenail polishing as a service of the house must 
have been invented about the time of Christopher Colum- 
bus. What did you discover down there?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Oh?” She acted a little disappointed. 

“I mean—you have beautiful toes, ankles, calves—” 

“You really are some kind of nut.” 

“Goody, you haven’t even asked me why Tm in your 
room, or how I got here.” 

“Isn’t that obvious?” 

“No.” 

She rubbed a slender hand across her forehead. “We 
had a party earlier. I guess I drank too much. I sort of 
figured you were from there.” 

“But I wasn’t.” 

She reached for the telephone again. “Maybe Pd better 
call somebody after all—” 

I caught her hand. 

“Look,” she said naively. “I’m going to go home some 
day. Sure, I won’t go back with an Oscar or a prince or a 
million. But I hope I can go back with a little bit of self- 
respect. I don’t want to wind up selling my soul to the 
Devil like I almost did tonight.” 

The way she said that word Devil rang a bell. I 
straightened. “You wouldn’t be referring to a huge guy 
with a red beard?” 

She blinked again. “How'd you know?” 

“Name of Goga?” 
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“No. Name of Guy. Guy Cavalier.” 

I jerked up the phone. 

“Hey,” she cried, “I thought I was the one who was 
going to call somebody.” 

The Mexican kid at the front desk answered abruptly. 
When I asked him if there was a Cavalier registered, he 
said, “Sf, room 25, sefior.” 

I hung up and started for the door. “I have to go polish 
a few schmoes, baby. Don’t go away.” 
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Room 25 was four doors away down the tiled dimly lit 
corridor. One thought was riveted in my brain as I 
walked: were Goga and Guy Cavalier the same man? 
It hardly seemed possible, yet everything meshed in that 
direction. I was aching to mesh a few knuckles with the 
big red-bearded creep who had cartwheeled into that 
dirty Tijuana street with me and the Mexican prostitute. 

I had a key to room 25 from Tad Toby’s pocket so I 
decided to use it. I should have used my geiger counter 
instead. The door spun open to the most amazing sight 
Td ever clapped my eyes on. Against the far wall before 
heavily draped windows stood three figures clad in white 
uniforms and heavy white gloves. They were bent over a 
long elevated table which resembled a makeshift operat- 
ing table and on this, eroded in glaring lights, lay the nude 
form of a woman. I couldn’t see her head or the color of 
her hair, but the graceful contours of -her white body 
were unmistakably female. The noise of the door open- 
ing brought one of the white clad figures around toward 
me. He or she—I couldn’t tell the difference—wore a 
strange mask and thick rounded glasses—almost bulbous 
in shape. Let’s-face it, I was literally transfixed by the 
sight. So much so that I walked into that room like a 
zombie, arms limp at my sides, legs jerking automatically 
under me. 

The last thing I saw before those brilliant lights went 
out over that gorgeous white shape was a lead case 
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opened at the end of that table. Then slam, bam, no 
thank you ma’m, and my head went into orbit. 


The first thing I heard was a soothing soft voice and a 
loud drone. The voice was saying, “Would you like a 
glass of champagne, sir?” 

“What?” 

“A glass of champagne, sir,” the voice continued. “This 
~ is the last call. We'll be landing in Las Vegas in a few 
minutes.” 

I shook my head. It felt all puffy and warped like a 
balloon after it’s been blown up and left lying about for a 
couple of days. “Landing where?” I asked, as automatic- 
ally as I'd walked into that room. 

“Las Vegas, sir,” the voice laughed lightly. “You and 
your friend won’t have to fasten your safety belts. I did 
that for you when you came aboard.” 

My eyes began to focus and I saw a lovely high-cheek-. 
boned face and a tray of champagne glasses, both tilted 
so steeply I thought for.a minute I was standing on my 
head contemplating. ““You—you did what?” 

“When you came aboard, sir.” The face smiled brightly 
in a narrow cone of light thrust from a cylinder above my 
dazed head. “You were both already flying, so I took the 
liberty of grounding you before we took off.” 

“You took the liberty—” I tried to stand up, but some- 
thing around my gut threw me back so hard I winced. 

“Sir, are you all right?” 

I couldn’t answer. Fifty million anvils were clanging 
in my head. Only I suddenly realized the sound was more 
airplane engines than chorus. I blinked. Then slowly, so 
damned slowly, realization came. 

“Las Vegas?” I said, trying to shut out that sound. 

“Yes, sir. We'll be landing in about ten minutes. Didn’t 
your friend tell you?” 

“What friend?” 

Her face sort of hung in a strange blue haze that 
whirled and throbbed in my brain. “The man who helped 
you and Mr. Cavalier aboard the plane.” 

“Mr. Cavalier—” That crazy tray of champagne glasses 
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seemed to separate into four trays, revolving weirdly 
before my eyes. 

The stewardess laughed again. “Sure. Your friend said 
you and Mr; Cavalier had been to a party before you 
boarded the plane. I can believe it. You’ve both been 
sleeping all the way.” Then suddenly she moved away 
and there was a bright, whirling void where she’d stood. 

“I—I—wait a minute—” I crammed a handful of 
fingers over that hideous space and blotted in some un- 
whirling darkness. I felt like I’d had fifteen double marti- 
nis. Holy French onions! I could hardly hold my head up. 

Then I turned my eyes on the seat next to me. Hot late 
afternoon sunlight burned like acid through the window. 
Etched in that fierce glaze was a slouched figure with a 
crushed-down felt hat over his face. I glanced around. 
The airplane was jammed with happy, boisterous cham- 
pagne-filled characters who were doing nothing except 
guzzling, singing and having fun. Across the aisle were 
three seats filled with an assortment of dolls and guys, 
five in all, clinking glasses and chuckling gaily. I reached 
inside my coat but my shoulder harness and .38 were 
gone. So were the keys to my car, my suitcase and the 
geiger counter. I never carry identification cards or a 
wallet. In my business it’s too risky. Those are kept in a 
secret compartment in my Chrysler “300.” But if that 
airline stewardess wasn’t kidding, I guessed the Chrysler 
was at least five hundred miles away, still parked in a lot 
at the Rosarito. Beach Hotel in Mexico. 

Shielding my movements from the carefree group across 
the aisle, I lifted the felt hat and looked at the male face 
next to me. His head was slumped against his chest, eyes 
closed, and he had a thick black mustache, bulbous nose 
and heavy dark -brows. I should have recognized him im- 
mediately from the sandy blond hair and lanky tall frame, 
but you just don’t go around recognizing people on 
first sight when you wake up after fifteen double marti- 
nis and are about to land in Las Vegas. Especially when 
it was the dead of a Mexican night when you went to 
sleep and the rest you’d had came by sap inducement 
and probably some pills. And when you discover the guy 
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seated beside you has a thick black mustache instead of 
a thick red beard. But that was the least of my wor- 
ries. He didn’t seem to be breathing either. 

I felt his pulse, heart and Adam’s apple. Nothing 
moved. Then I felt his mustache. It came loose in my 
hand. So did the bulbous nose and thick eyebrows. 

A voice suddenly rose through the cabin’s intercom. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, this is your pilot. We will be 
landing in Las Vegas in a few minutes. Please fasten 
your safety belts and extinguish all cigarettes. I hope you 
had an enjoyable trip.” 

I felt like a kid who’s just stolen a piece of bubble gum 
off a candy counter in Grand Central Station when an 
announcement’s been made of a grand theft. I wanted to 
get up and run like hell, but the spirit gum on the back of 
the mustache and eyebrows was welded to my fingers. 
People started moving around in the aisle behind me, 
finding their proper places, adjusting seat belts. I quickly 
slapped the mustache, putty nose and eyebrows back on 
the face next to me and slammed down the felt hat. Then 
I wiped a thick line of sweat from my forehead and 
sagged back in my seat. The stewardess came along the 
aisle checking seat belts as the plane began its descent. 
She glanced at mine and then at, me and did a double 
take. 

“Sir, are you sure you're all right?” 

“Of course,” I said, about as un-all right as any one 
person could be. “What—what makes you think I’m not?” 

“Well, sir,” she stammered, gesturing at my face. “It’s 
just that—that—” 

“Flying makes me nervous,” J said, hoping she wouldn’t 
check my fellow passenger. “Haven’t you ever seen a 
man sweat before?” 

“Of course, sir,” she said blinking, “but I’ve never 
seen one with three eyebrows.” 

“Three what?” I groped at my forehead. Hell, damn, 
spit if I didn’t have one of those spirit-gummed jobs 
plastered square in the middle. I jerked it off and grinned 
crazily. “Dr. Cyclops always told me to carry a spare just 
in case.” 
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She shook her head. “That must have been some party.” 

“Oh, it was,” I said, thinking about the three figures 
in white suits, helmets and gloves and the naked doll 
stretched out on the operating table in Mexico. “It was 
indeed.” 


I was the first one off the plane. I didn’t wait for 
women, children—or dead bodies. I just got. There was 
a bus waiting outside a high wire fence for the passengers, 
but I passed it practically on a dead run and hailed a 
cab. 

The cabbie slammed down on his metal register and 
said, “Where to, sir?” 

“Rosarito Beach, Mexico,” I said, glancing back at the 
plane and expecting a bunch of screams and scrambling 
bodies at any second. 

“Are you kidding, mister?” 

“Hmmm?” I suddenly came to. “What? Oh, no. The 
Thunderhead. I mean—Thunderbird.” 

The cabbie groaned, slammed the transmission into 
drive and we barreled up the road leading to the main 
highway. “You know, mister, you sound like a couple of 
guys I’ve taken out to the airfield, but I’ve never met 
one like you coming in.” 

As we sailed down the fabulous Las Vegas strip past 
the Hacienda, Tropicana, Dunes, Desert Inn, Stardust 
and Riviera, I had just enough time to put everything in 
order—if it could be put in order. I was in Las Vegas. To 
my left the burning ball of daylight was about to drop 
behind low rugged mountains west of this vast desert, 
and already the lights and hullabaloo were beginning to 
blink along this multi-million dollar highway. The huge 
fifty-foot sultan who guarded the Dunes blinked happily. 
The tower outside the Tropicana splattered turquoise 
against the twilight sky and the monumental head from 
Easter Island towered ominously in front of the Aku Aku. 
I was still in a half daze from all the jazz they must have 
fed me, the shock of finding a dead body beside me on 
the airplane and the fact that I was a good five hundred 
miles away from my last recollections. If that dying sky- - 
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line told me anything, it meant that I’d lost a full day or 
more since that fierce rocket-launching jolt Pd taken on 
the back of the head in room 25 at the Rosarito Beach 
Hotel. What I couldn’t figure out was why the jolt, why 
Las Vegas and why the dead companion. Somebody— 
or bodies—had gone to a helluva lot of trouble to involve 
me in a murder. And involved I was, right up to my ears. 
When they finally got around to asking the slouched man 
in the felt hat to leave the airplane all hell was going to 
break loose. That stewardess would have one whale of 
a description of me—plus my name, no doubt—and Las 
Vegas would become one throbbing undulating chain of 
deputies looking for a red-headed nut with three eyebrows. 

When we reached the Stardust, I told the cabbie to 
pull in. i 

“I thought you said the Thunderbird, mister.” 

“You heard wrong,” I said, climbing out and tossing 
him a couple of bills. I knew it wouldn’t be long before 
word would be out and even the cabbies alerted. I had to 
get lost in the Vegas shuffle as fast as possible. The desert 
air had a chill in it—a January chill that’s enough to shake 
you at five o’clock—and the Stardust’s huge lobby and 
gambling room, with its clatter, clicking dice and spinning 
roulette wheels, felt warm and wonderful. I headed 
straight to a phone booth and put in a collect call to my 
office in Los Angeles. When Glory heard who was calling 
she accepted the charges immediately and came on prac- 
tically gushing. 

“Rouge, where in the universe are you? I have been 
calling Mexico all day.” 

“What day is this, baby?” 

“Saturday. The day after Friday. Have you flipped 
your bottom, Rouge?” 

“Practically. Is Tim there?” 

“Qui,” Glory said, “but first I should tell you that 
Lieutenant Steel has issued a warrant for your arrest. He 
was here a little while ago to pick you up.” 

“That’s nice. If he can find me, he’s a better man than 
I am. Look, chérie, put Tim on, please.” 
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“Oui, and Rouge, Monsieur McDonald called a short 
time ago.” 

I gripped the receiver. “Who called?” 

“Monsieur MacMurray McDonald. He was calling from 
Rosarito Beach and he said to tell you he was sorry about 
the mixup yesterday about canceling your services. He 
said to tell you everything is all right and you are still on 
the payroll.” 

My head spun; the lights cast through the glass doors 
stabbed shockingly bright and burning. “Glory, are you 
kidding me?” 

“No, Rouge. I just put down the phone a few minutes 
ago. I asked him where you were, but he said he did not 
know.” 

I hesitated, thinking about the man in the plane, the 
sandy hair, the angular body. “What day did you say 
this is?” 

“Saturday.” 

“Baby, you'd better go to an early mass tomorrow 
morning. Because if that really was MacMurray Mc- 
Donald, his voice came from farther than Rosarito Beach.” 

“What do you mean, Rouge?” 

“He’s dead, baby. Deader than a French fish on Fri- 
day.” . 
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Gory Picar is not a girl to take things lightly. When 
she first came to my office three years ago she played the 
role like Marlon Brando in Mutiny on the Bounty. As 
far as she was concerned behind every phone call was a 
hood and behind every flower pot a Captain Bligh. She 
kept a French scabbard under her desk, a loaded re- 
volver in a drawer and loaded hips in her drawers. When 
she finally realized I was mixed up in murder, mayhem 
and multimillionaires, she bolted the door and started 
preaching the Sermon on the Mount. Then some nut 
tried to blow up the joint and she went running after him 
down Sunset Boulevard with a submachine in her hands. 
That’s Glory. Reality makes her so mad she could fight it 
off with a searing dark-eyed glance. But when it comes to 
dead people and voices emanating from the beyond, 
look out. 

She screamed so damned loud, I nearly jumped out of 
the phone booth. Then she slammed, “Rouge, you are 
- cavorting with the Devil.” 

“Maybe I am, baby. That’s what I want to find out. Put 
Tim on.” 

Tim O’Brien owns a white Corvette, vintage pre-Route 
66 on television and practically pre-Route 66 period. It 
hasn’t got many guts left, but it has more sound and fury 
than Shakespeare put into Hamlet, and it goes like King 
Kong did up the side of the Empire State Building. 
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I told the kid—all 240 pounds of him—to shove the 
Corvette into gear and pick me up. 

“Where are you, Mr. March?” 

“Head out to Barstow and then keep going north until 
you run out of gas or into a slot machine.” 

“You couldn’t be in Las Vegas?” 

I groaned. “No, I couldn’t. But I am. Don’t ask so 
damned many silly questions. Just get out here and bring 
a couple of step-over-toe-holds with you. I think we’ll 
need them before the night’s over.” 

“But where’ll I find you?” 

“Go to the sheriff’s office. If there aren’t ten riot trucks 
and a hundred deputies standing outside the building, go 
to the Thunderbird and ask for Shill Scratch.” 

“Who?” 

“Shill Scratch, the gambler’s private eye.” 

“Mr. March, I think you’ve flipped.” 

“You just don’t know!” I said, suddenly getting a long 
lengthy view of a high-cheekbone face with flowing pur- 
ple hair passing the glass phone booth. I hung up and 
snapped the door open. I was flipping all right. There 
could be only one set of lungs like that. One face. One 
head of purple hair. I almost lost her between a roulette 
wheel and a pair of dice. She vanished for an instant 
and then appeared at the side door leading to the pool 
area. I practically vaulted the craps table and caught 
her in the lush, tree-swaying darkness outside the casino. 

“Hey,” I said, grabbing her shoulder. “I’ve got a Tahi- 
tian hut that belongs to you.” 

She whirled, brown eyes glittering in the pale moon- 
light. “Erik?” 

“Seems to me there’s a poem called ‘Down to the Sea 
in Ships’ I should quote right now, but I’m still spouting 
bullets and moss and trying to figure out how you got 
here.” 

She blinked naively. “I've been here all the time.” 

“Since when?” 

“Since I left Lieutenant Steel’s office yesterday after- 
noon.” 

“Weren’t you in Mexico?” 
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“Mexico?” She laughed lowly. “Of course not. I’m one 
of the nudes in the new Lido show, ‘Voilà!’ here at the 
Stardust. You catch the show last night?” 

“Baby, the only thing I caught was a six-inch sap in the 
back of the neck, and a free plane ride. Whats the 
gimmick?” 

She walked toward the huge swimming pool. “There’s 
no gimmick. I made a mistake doing nude stuff with 
Toby-McDonald. Id already had an offer from Donn 
Arden Productions, so when I wound up dodging bullets 
and answering questions at a police station I decided 
to come on to Vegas.” 

I followed her around the pool, tautly examining the 
darkness for high-powered rifles. “Baby, you told the 
police I stole the radium bomb. Now that wasn’t very nice, 
was it?” 

“I told you I made a mistake, Erik. How can I apolo- 
gize without sounding idiotic?” 

“By telling the truth.” 

The mountains behind her were now as starkly purple 
as her dyed hair. She turned toward me and her face was 
as equally shining and beautiful. “Erik, I don’t under- 
stand what you mean about Mexico, but—if you want to 
walk me to my room I'll tell you the whole story.” 

I gripped her arms. “Baby, the last time you said that 
I almost got my pants shot off.” 

“Me, too,” she said, softly. 

“Yeah, I’ve been wondering about that,” I said. “That’s 
the only reason, I’m willing to listen to you.” My eyes 
drifted down her magnificent torso, which was clad in a 
brief, skin-tight bikini bathing suit. “There are a couple 
of other reasons, but—” 

“Okay,” she whispered, moving closer to me in the 
chill, advancing night. “Why don’t we put our reasons 
together?” 

“I don’t trust you, Mai Tai.” 

“And I don’t trust you, Erik. Does any girl?” 

“No.” 

“Okay,” she said, brushing my. cheek with her finger- 
tips.-“I’m willing to take the chance, if you are.” 
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I hesitated for 2 long moment. Long enough to think 
about MacMurray McDonald. Long enough to wonder 
about those three hooded characters in room 25, and 
Goga, Dawn, Mike, Frenchy and Goody. The whole 
group was the damnedest head-standing bunch I'd ever 
met. Hell, what did I have to lose. We turned toward 
Mai Tai’s room, walking arm in arm. 


It was past six p.m. when the phone rang. I was lying 
on Mai Tai’s huge double bed, arms folded under my 
still-aching skull. The sharp clamor nearly brought me to 
my feet. 

“Answer that will you, Erik?” Mai Tai’s voice drifted 
casually from the bathroom. 

“Why’ a 

“It’s 7 probably the stage manager. I understand he 
checks on all his chicks every evening about this time, 
just to be sure they’re in the roost. And ready to crow.” 

If my mind had been where it was supposed to be— 
on Rosarito Beach and MacMurray McDonald—instead 
of delectable Mai Tai, I never would have answered. But 
chalk that up to matter-over-mind. One hundred and ten 
pounds of Polynesian matter. I could see her outline cast 
against the open bathroom door and it was so mind- 
stopping even a psychiatrist would have thrown up his 
hands and climbed on the couch. 

I raised the receiver. “Yeah?” 

Nothing came, except the faint rush of rattling slot 
machines. I straightened, a sixth sense ramming sense 
into my brain. The sound continued for an instant, and 
then was cut off by an abrupt click. I replaced the re- 
ceiver and stood up, surveying the room. 

“What did he say?” Mai Tai asked, her head jutting 
around the bathroom door, gorgeous purple hair spilling 
down over slim white shoulders. . 

“He said be on time,” I lied, slipping into my coat. 
“Tell me something. Does anybody know yowre in Las 
Vegas?” 

“They ought to,” she laughed, disappearing again, 
creating that exotic shadow which curved up and down 
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the door like it had been cut out of Lady Godiva’s scrap- 
book. “I knocked them dead last night at that midnight 
show. You should have seen me, Erik. When I walked 
out of the wings in a brief feathered costume you would 
have thought the place explod 

“I can believe it,” I said, staring at her shadow. “No, 
what I meant was anybody from Toby-McDonald Pro- 
ductions,” 

“I told you, Erik, when I left that sheriffs office, I 
took a cab to the Broadmoor, packed my bags, took 
another cab to International and caught a plane to Vegas. 
I didn’t see anybody, and I didn’t call anyone. I just 
wanted out. Fast.” 

I checked the bolt lock on the door and said, “Why 
not go back over the whole story just as fast.” 

Her head popped around the corner.. “But, Erik—” 

“I have my reasons, baby.” ; 

She stepped out into the light and I blinked. Man, did 
I blink. Those apples, oranges, and cherrys on the slot 
machines were pikers compared to my eyeballs. ` 

She said, “But you still don’t suspect that I had any- 
thing to do with— 

“Baby, I suspect you of all kinds of things, including 
murdering my better judgment. Now get dressed and 
keep talking.” 

“Okay,” she said, bobbing back into that voluptuous 
shadow. “I came to work yesterday morning extra early, 
like I told you. Stage 62 was empty, and so was the 
dressing room. After putting on my costume I walked 
down the corridor past Mr. McDonald’s office and I 
noticed a man standing inside. Oh, this is silly, Erik. I 
told you the whole story an hour ago.” 

“Keep going,” I said, edging toward a window and 
peering through the curtain. Down below, the second 
story building lights gleamed faintly around the pool. The 
water’s shimmer cast a weird glow on the concrete apron. 

“The man had a red beard,” she continued, flatly. 
“And a full head of bushy red hair. He introduced him- 
self as Guy Cavalier and he said he was a silent partner 
in the business.” 
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“So?” 

“So he acted kind of nervous, and I figured he just 
wasn’t used to talking to girls in outfits like mine, so I 
started to leave. That’s when he dropped it.” 

“The medallion.” 

“Yes. Like I told you, the same one Carlene Tracy 
was wearing when she collapsed that morning. So while 
Carlene was being taken away in the ambulance, this 
character Cavalier stopped me and pointed you out as 
the man who had stolen the bomb. He told me he was 
actually a private investigator hired by Toby and Mc- 
Donald and that he needed my help.” 

“Go on, Mai,” I said, keeping my eyes glued on the 
pool area below. 

“Erik, you make me feel like a fool,” she moaned, from 
the bathroom. “So I made a mistake. I said I was sorry. 
I didn’t know better.” 

“Go on.” 

“Okay. I changed and we got into a black Chevrolet 
convertible and waited for you to come out of the studio. 
While we waited he told me we were going to follow you 
to your office. And that I was to suddenly appear and ask 
for your assistance.” 

“Did he suggest you take me to the Broadmoor?” 

“No, I told you, Erik. That was my idea. Then he 
suggested I get you into a boat out on Westlake Park 
instead of going straight to my apartment. He said that 
way the police could surround us and apprehend you 
without any trouble.” 

“So you thought I scuttled the boat.” 

“Of course I did,” she said, softly, her shadow bending 
and zippering itself into some sort of tight undergar- 
ment. “What else could I think? All I heard were the 
sounds of you jamming at the sides of the boat, trying—as 
I learned later—to plug up the bullet holes. I thought you 
were making them.” 

“And when we went down, you swam underwater.” 

“For as long as I could.” That lovely shadow stood 
erect, delicately patting talcum on its breasts. “When I 
was a kid in Tahiti I could swim a thousand yards under- 
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water. In Westlake Park I'll have to admit I faked the best 
part of ten minutes while you swam to shore and then 
ran off toward the Broadmoor. I surfaced long enough 
to catch my breath and then went under again. When I 
finally climbed ashore Mr, Cavalier was waiting in his 
convertible. He called to me and I ran like crazy and 
climbed inside.” She laughed. “I thought you were a real 
nut, Erik.” 

“Thanks,” I said. “I saw you from your apartment. Of 
course, I had to peek around Mike Valdez’s belly but- 
ton—” 

She thrust her head around the corner again, and this 
time there was more than just her head thrusting. “Mike’s 
what?” i ? 

I looked at her and grinned. “Forget it. Go ahead 
with your story.” 

“Okay. So, to make a stong story lort for the second 
time,” she quipped, disappearing again, “Cavalier told 
me Pd better go to the police and tell them you'd stolen 
the bomb, that you were planning to sell it to a foreign 
government for a million dollars and that you had tried 
to kill me. So, I made a complete idiot out of myself. 
Cavalier turned out to be the crook and you the private 
investigator. And to top it all I lost my tote bag in the lake 
with my wallet and everything. I had to charge my air 
passage.” 

She emerged from the bathroom wearing a sprig of 
holly, gold-leafed buttocks and flashing the biggest smile 
this side of the Follies Bergeré. 

“Like me?” she asked, whirling around. 

“Like you?” I said, straightening. “Mai, you don’t wear 
that on stage, do you?” 

“Of course. This is the Lido show. Anything goes. 
Erik, wait until you see La Vallée en Peril number. 
The entire stage literally falls apart. Tons and tons of 
water pour down from a tank high on the stage. Not one 
person appears, but the audience is so captivated that they 
stand and applaud like it was the finale of a standing- 
toom-only musical on Broadway.” 
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Having heard her story a second time, and peering at 
her half-naked body now in the lavish Stardust Room, 
at the intense, warm wonderful face and outstretched 
arms, I had to believe she was everything I thought she 
was on our first meeting the day before in Studio 62. 
She was unmistakably refreshing, wholesome, beautiful. 
And she had the most fully arched body God ever-gave 
to any woman, including BB and Dawn April. I tore my 
gaze away from her and placed it on the swimming pool 
area again. 

“Are you expecting someone?” she asked, moving 
toward me. 

“Maybe.” 

“Who, Erik?” 

“I don’t know exactly. That phone call a few minutes 
ago wasn’t your stage manager, unless he’s a slot machine 
with a one-armed receiver.” 

“Erik, your story—the one you told me. About Mac- 
Murray McDonald being found dead on the plane. You 
don’t think the police have any idea where you are?” 

“I don’t see how,” I said, keeping my gaze on the 
moonlit pool below. “Unless the cabbie was smarter than 
I thought. Or unless someone was watching you when I 
came along.” I glanced at her and if glances had fingers 
I was a finger-glancing pro. “Have you ever met a man 
named Goga?” 

“No.” She sagged down on the bed and stared at me 
through long, heavily painted eyelashes. I stared, too, but 
Holy French onions, how much can one man take. 

“I’ve heard of him,” she said. “Dawn’s ex-husband, 
right?” 

“Right. Has she ever described Goga?” 

“Yes. She said he was as big as sin. Eight feet tall. 
Strong as an ox. Handsome, red-bearded. Full of fire. 
But a nut. She said he used to rip her clothes off and burn 
them because it was God’s wish.” i 

“How would you describe Guy Cavalier?” 

“About six feet. Stocky. Hard to tell, Erik. He was 
wearing a heavy jacket and boots both times. Also grisly 
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looking glasses. Like I said earlier he has thick red hair. 
Not as red as yours, but very unruly. And a red beard.” 

“How does his beard differ from Goga’s?” 

“I’ve never seen Goga’s, but Cavalier’s beard is full and 
rather curly at the ends., Erik, why don’t you quit stand- 
ing there like a Roman sentry and sit down. Nobody 
knows I’m here in Vegas.” 

“I do,” I said. “And if I sit down now you may not 
make that eight o’clock performance.” 

“Maybe I don’t want to make it,” she purred, so 
damned softly I dropped the curtain. 

“Mai, in the last thirty-six hours I’ve gone a long way 
from Studio 62 in Hollywood. From there to a moonlit 
beach in Mexico and a neon fairy tale in Las Vegas. 
Except for the fact I was scuttled in L.A., bushwacked 
in Rosarito Beach and left with a dead body in Vegas.” 
I moved toward her slowly. “I don’t have any idea how or 
why McDonald wound up that way, but I’m certain a 
couple of people didn’t put me on the plane simply so 
that I could enjoy a change of scenery, or a holiday in 
the desert.” 

“Erik,” she said, softly, lying full-length on the bed, 
arms outstretched. “You have a funny look in your eyes.” 

“Really?” 

“When I was a little girl in Papeete it was kind of a 
game to chase the tourists down the street and beg for 
candy.” She touched her breasts idly. “In those days 
that volcanic island was just a mass of towering peaks of 
granite and wild, exotic smelling flowers. There were 
very few buildings or ships or tourists. Then suddenly I 
grew up and Papeete grew up, too. And ships came, and 
buildings and tourists. And there came looks like you 
have in your eyes right now.” 

I sat down on the bed beside her. “Mai, why did you 
ever leave Tahiti?” 

She laughed lowly. “I guess because I was different 
from most of the girls. I was ‘part Polynesian, part Tahi- 
tian, with a little bit of French, Chinese, Japanese and 
American thrown in for good measure. I learned English 
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when I was five and started to hang around The Lafayette 
when I was fourteen.” 

“The Lafayette?” 

“It's a gay, very sensuous after-hours place in Papeete. 
Men of all nationalities go there to drink and play. 
Women go there to serve and supply.” 

“VYou—?” 

She nodded. “It takes a special kind of woman to 
walk out on a stage with her breasts bared. Even in this 
day and age. In Papeete they won’t allow that. You've 
got to wear something, a lei of flowers, a wreath, a gar- 
land. But here it’s different. You walk out onto a huge 
stage with hundreds of men—and women—gaping, and 
you feel like you want to crawl into a hole. It isn’t as easy 
as it looks.” 

“Who said it was?” 

She sat up beside me, so close I could feel her nudity. 
“Erik, in Papeete, the men come fresh from pig boats, 
gun boats, fish boats, all screaming for action and drink- 
ing themselves under the table. Sure, they’re mean but 
they’re cream puffs compared with this country. There’s 
no rape in Papeete, no kids ripped to pieces and stuffed 
into ice boxes or tossed along the side of a road. No 
bodies floating in rivers, no girls cut to ribbons.” 

“Mai,” I said, “you have the wrong idea. This country’s 
not rape crazy or kill crazy. The population of Papeete 
today is only about twenty-five thousand, right?” 

She nodded. 

“You couldn’t put that city in Los Angeles’ left pocket 
and find it after one night. And in New York that sort of 
population wouldn’t even make a full house in Yankee 
Stadium. Baby, that many people pass through Disney- 
land on a slow day, and there’s never been a body found 
floating in its man-made river or a girl cut up and raped. 
So don’t lie there like some beautiful naked blossom from 
the Far East and scream you've been plucked before you 
were ripe.” 

“Erik, you—you don’t understand—” 

“Baby, women have been saying that to me for two 
days. And in between I’ve been dodging more bullets 
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and tongs than the first Marines and the Chinese guerillas 
dodged in the first six weeks of the Korean war. Now, tell 
me, what don’t I understand?” 

She fluttered her long lashes, arms reaching up to- 
ward me. “Erik, you crazy fool, I’m trying to tell you I’m 
in love with you. I’ve never been in love with anyone 
before in my life.” 

I got up, crossed to a bottle of bourbon on the bureau 
and poured myself a long shot. I downed it and looked 
back at Mai lying like a seductive temptress on that huge 
bed. “If I hadn’t gone down in a boat with you I’d think 
you were either the biggest liar or the craziest dame 
alive.” 

“Erik.” 

“Mai, you should have stayed in Tahiti. I understand 
the rivers are very full at this time of year, the rains pour 
down and the flowers blossom.” 

Her lips parted, tongue teasing between them. “Erik—” 

“Mai.” I slammed a fist into my palm. “You don’t 
seem to understand. This is not a vacation. I came into 
Vegas with a dead man at my side. There’s a radium 
bomb loose, and a bunch of characters with white coats 
and green glasses operating on a naked woman—” 

“Brik—” 

“Mai, you’re one of the most appealing, beautiful 
women I’ve ever met in my life, but—” 

“T1 never forget the look on your face when I fell into 
your arms at Studio 62. Like two ships passing in the 
night. And what you said, it was so wonderful—” 

“Yeah,” I said, “so wonderful you tried to turn me in 
to the police.” è 

“I told you I made a mistake.” 

“You're making another, baby,” I said, lowering myself 
next to her. “I don’t fall in love that easily.” 

“Then fall in love hard,” she said. “The harder the 
better.” 

“Mai—yov’re never going to make that eight o’clock 
performance.” 

“Erik, I couldn’t care less—” 
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But I could. Suddenly the door burst open like it was 
made out of cheese and a huge red-bearded character 


came charging through the shattered opening like a 
screaming freight train. 
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HAVING FACED Goga twice before, once in Frenchy Ap- 
pleton’s apartment and again in that phone booth in 
Tijuana, I knew he was a sucker for a left hook and 
that he telegraphed his punches. How you can telegraph 
a punch in a bouncing telephone booth is something new 
to fisticuffs, but eight-foot Goga could do just about any- 
thing including the knuckle-splitting feat of driving a fist 
through a solid wall. 

As he came charging into Mai Tai’s room it was easy 
to tell he could have knocked a hole in that door even 
if it had been made of solid steel. 

“March,” he bellowed in a moose tremor. “I’m going 
to kill you!” 

I sprang up, took one step to the right and hooked 
every ounce of power into my left hand. He took the 
weight of the blow flush on his hard-charging, lip-snarling 
face, slightly under the chin. I came up and under with 
as much snap as I could pour into the punch. It was like 
the liner Stockholm ramming into the huge gallant Andrea 
Doria outside New York harbor. My fist damn near 
broke into a million pieces. ~The lunging, roaring giant 
tried to avoid the impact, but it was too late. His jaw 
snapped, head, beard, eyes flying up up up like they be- 
longed to a huge glistening tuna on the end of a taut line. 
Then they dropped back. But not Goga. His furious, 
thunderous body was far from hooked. Even with a 
knuckle-breaking left that would have dropped a bull. 
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The savage pain that shot up my left arm told me even 
before I looked that my hand was broken. Like the 
Stockholm, my fist drew back, knuckles spurting blood, 
fingers contorted, arm useless. But unlike the Andrea 
Doria, Goga didn’t go down. His heavy-lidded eyeballs 
rolled like a slot machine’s barrels for an instant and 
then he hooked that wall-breaking right and I was the 
one who went down, head-over-heels, over Mai Tai’s 
quivering, prostrate body and against a wall on the other 
side of the room. 

“Look, Goga,” I said, wiping blood from my mouth as 
I got up. “We haven’t been formally introduced. Maybe 
after you get to know me we could break bread instead 
of skulls.” 

You’ve seen guys in the movies made up like monsters. 
Let me tell you something. Goga wasn’t made up. He 
resembled three fighters and three wrestlers all- rolled 
into one. If Dr. Frankenstein’s monster had ever met this 
guy in a dark alley, he would have run like hell. 

“You tried to kill Carlene,” Goga cried, thunderously, 
moving in my direction. 

“That’s news to me,” I said, backing against the wall, 
my bloody left hand limp at my side. It burned and ached 
fiercely. Mai Tai, nude to the waist, sat up as Goga 
circled the bed toward me. 

“She’s in critical condition, March. I talked with the’ 
hospital before I called this room.” His thick eyelids 
were fierce with fire. “You’re going to hang for this. By 
your toes.” 

` “Who’re you working for, Goga?” I demanded. “Cava- 
lier?” 

He laughed, flexing his huge shoulders, teeth grinning 
openly. “I work for God and for Mankind, March. Not 
for fools like Toby and McDonald who make a mockery 
of people.” 

I suddenly heard sounds of life outside that splintered 
door, fumbling voices in the chill night, shouts, questions. 
The impact of Goga had been heard round the Stardust 
and I decided with a broken hand I’d better stall for time. 
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Mai Tai sat frozen on the edge of the bed, her wide 
brown eyes fixed on Goga’s ponderous moving body. 

“You might kill me,” I said, “but that wouldn’t help 
matters, even if Carlene dies.” 

“The conscience of the world rests on my shoulders, 
March,” he said, moving heavily around the room. “To 
let you live would be a sin. Too ugly to ignore.” 

I was waiting for Mai to say something in my defense, 
but she didn’t do anything except sit there like a beautiful, 
wide-eyed frozen Tahitian manikin. 

“Goga, I had nothing to do with what happened to 
Carlene Tracy.” 

“You lie!” 

He came around the bed with fists clenched. I was 
waiting for that telegraphed right and I got it. Only I was 
fast enough this time to dodge the punch. His fist hit the 
wall sickeningly, with so much sound and fury it would 
have ripped off my head if it had struck home. I turned 
on the balls of my feet and hooked with my right as he 
bounced back groaning with pain. This time I got more 
leverage and he screamed all the way to the floor. I 
dropped on him, both knees digging in his gut and rammed 
home another right on his bearded chops. That was a 
mistake. His screams turned into ten knuckles full of 
fury and I went. over the bed again, bouncing harder 
than in the telephone booth. 

That’s when heavy-bosomed little Mai Tai swung into 
action. She hit him with a metal-based lamp, a chair, a 
small table and her own frail little fists. Goga brushed her 
and the furniture off like they were so many infinitesimal 
flies. He came at me furiously. 

“Goga, my hand’s broken,” I hurled. 

“TI break your neck,” he roared. 

I staggered to my feet swinging blindly with my right. 
It connected, but nothing happened except another stab 
of pain jerking up into my shoulder. He hurled me back- 
ward. I fell through the opening he’d slashed in the door 
and onto the platform outside. Before he could climb 
through the splintered opening, I got to my feet and started 
down the ramp toward the pool. 
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“Come back here, March!” he roared, moving after 
me. 

I brushed past startled people, through a grove of 
bushes down below and into an adjoining parking lot. 
The pain in my left hand and arm was fierce. The lights 
of the Desert Inn winked brightly across the highway 
along with the neon glare of the Riviera and Thunderbird 
far down the road. I ran like hell was nipping at my tail, 
across the asphalt paving between cars until I reached 
the street where headlights whirled. A taxicab skidded 
to a halt. 

“You want a ride, mister?” the cabbie yelled. 

“Do I?” I climbed inside, slammed the door and the 
taxi rammed forward. As I looked back I could see Goga 
charging across the parking lot, his huge frame etched in 
the dark night. Then the lights of Aku Aku and its Easter 
Island statue sprang into view. 

“Where do you want to go, mister?” the cabbie de- 
manded, glancing around at me. 

“Take me to a doctor,” I said, sagging against the 
door. 

“What?” 

“Kildare, Casey, I don’t care who,” I said, wincing 
from the pain in my broken hand, “but take me there 
fast.” 

“Okay, mister.” The cab whirled around at a lighted 
intersection and turned toward the north end of the strip 
and downtown Vegas. “What’s your trouble?” 

“Broken hand,” I said, gritting my teeth. 

“Holy mackerel,” the cabbie blared, jamming his foot 
on the gas. “I guess it was bound to happen sometime.” 

“What was bound to happen?” 

“Somebody spending too much time with those one- 
armed bandits.” 

“This was no one-armed bandit,” I assured him. “More 
like a two-armed hurricane.” 


It took one hour and forty minutes for a doctor and 


two nurses to set my broken knuckles and fit me with a 
plaster cast up to my forearm. The pain didn’t bother me 
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too much, but the damned cabbie did. He introduced 
himself shortly after we arrived at the Las Vegas Emer- 
gency Hospital and I couldn’t get him off my back or 
hand after that introduction. His name was Elmo Rogers, 
claiming to be an ex-bartender, ex-light-heavyweight 
fighter, ex-deep sea diver turned cab driver. A thick- 
shouldered guy with balding dark hair and a line of jazz 
who wouldn’t quit. He should have been an actor. 

When I finally emerged from the plaster setting, he 
was waiting for me in the reception room. 

“Hey, Mr. March, you look like me after my last fight. 
Still on your feet, but taking the count.” 

“Elmo,” I groaned, “there must be fifteen hundred 
hacks in Vegas. How did I inherit you?” 

“Fate.” He shoved a cigar in his mouth and grinned. 
“That’s the angel hovering over Las Vegas. She don’t 
smile much, but she sure hangs around. She spits on most 
everybody, but she don’t dare spit on me.” 

- I grinned, clapping him on the shoulder. “Elmo, I 
could have used you a couple of hours ago back at the 
Stardust.” 

He puffed a big ring with his cigar and winked. “I kind 
of had a feeling you needed me, Mr. March. That’s why 
I came along.” 

The words had a phoney sound that bothered me. I 
studied his face. Then we walked outside into™the chill 
January night. 

“Elmo, let’s face it,” I said. “You knew who I was 
when you picked me up.” 

He grimaced, blew a ring of smoke and said, “Sure, 
Mr. March, but I ain’t no whistle-blower. Years ago I 
worked for Tony C. on one of his gambling boats. I 
learned to live and let live.” 

“I didn’t kill the guy on the plane.” 

He grinned through a cloud of smoke. “I figured as 
much. I got the same treatment one time. Somebody left 
a stiff with me in a red car going to L.A. It’s kind of 
embarrassing.” 

“Yeah,” I said, glaring at the bright lights of dowi 
town Vegas. ‘ 
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“Who broke your hand, Mr. March? The big red- 
bearded hood who was chasing you in the Stardust sae 
ing lot?” 

“Elmo, you’re a very observant guy.” 

“I keep my eyes open and my mouth shut, Mr. March.” 

We started toward the cab. 

I rubbed my right hand over the plaster cast. “You 
want to work for me?” 

“Sure, Mr. March.” 

I climbed in the back seat. “Okay.” 

He walked around and shoved his large frame behind 
the wheel, then glared at me in the rear-view mirror. 
“You a gambler, Mr. March?” 

“No. ” 

“You a cop in trouble, Mr. March?” 

“No. ” 

“A Private eyeball?” 

“Yeah 

He rubbed his stubby nose for a moment, then rammed 
some life into the cab’s engine. He pulled out into traffic 
and said, “You don’t look like one. You got too much 
class.” 

“Thanks, Elmo.” 

He laughed. “Mr. March, I been driving a cab for five 
years in Vegas. Nobody knows people like cabbies 
here. When somebody steps through that door, more 
wheels spin than there are roulette wheels in the strip 
hotels. What do you want me to do? Short of murder.” 

“Take me to the Thunderbird. Drop me. And then 
find a purple-haired princess named Mai Tai who works 
in the Lido show at the Stardust.” 

Elmo studied my face in the rear-view mirror. “Then 
what, Mr. March?” 

I glanced at my watch. It was nine-thirty. If Mai had 
performed in the dinner show she would be out in about 
twenty or thirty minutes. “Bring her back to the Thunder- 
bird. I’m checking in under the name of Scratch. Both of 
you come to my room as soon as you arrive.” 

Elmo chuckled. “Scratch. That’s another name for the 
Devil.” 
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“Yeah,” I said, rubbing the plaster cast. “Don’t laugh, 
Elmo. You may meet the real McCoy before the night’s 
over.” 


Ym partial to the Thunderbird. When I first came to 
Vegas in 1949 it was dead end of the Strip; a huge bright 
glow of neon in the vast desert night, its winged, red-eyed 
symbol looming in the sky. Kay Starr was the headliner 
and Ill never forget sitting in the cigaret-lit showroom 
and watching her belt out one ballad after another with 
that fabulous voice of hers. Essentially the Thunderbird 
hasn’t changed much since, except that it’s no longer the 
end of the Strip. It’s damned near the beginning, and so 
banked and flanked by other million-dollar hotels that 
the fierce bird which had once lit up the sky like a monster 
from outer space has been reduced to just a flicker in the 
H-bomb burst of neon. 

I checked in after Elmo left for the Stardust, looking 
around the casino to see if Tim had arrived yet. Billy 
Daniels, with his ever-loving tux and “Old Black Magic” 
was thrilling a large crowd in the lounge, snapping, tap- 
ping and singing just as big as ever. I found an empty 
stool at the bar and ordered V.O. on the rocks. The shot 
of anesthetic they'd given me at the emergency hospital 
was wearing off and my broken left hand throbbed. So 
did my brain. As hard as I'd been trying for the past 
thirty-six hours I couldn’t seem to unlock the door to this 
case.The whole mess seemed to hinge on Guy Cavalier, 
Goga and me. The strange part was that I’d never clapped 
my eyes on Cavalier to my knowledge and Goga and I 
had performed so many head and handstands together 
we were practically a team. So many weird events and 
people had popped into my life since my arrival at Studio 
62 that I almost got the feeling J was the key to this 
puzzle, not the radium bomb. 

Taking it from the top there was Carlene Tracy and 
her bone-searing collapse; Mai Tai and our bullet-scut- 
tling dunk in Westlake Park; Mike Valdez and her 
swinging hip slingers; Frenchy Appleton, the little Apple 
Annie of the Yoga set; lovely Dawn April who led me 


Google 


THE CASE OF THE RADIOACTIVE REDHEAD 103 


down two paths—a highly sensuous one to my tree house 
and a highly savage one to Rosarito Beach; buxom Cecile 
Murray, the poor man’s Jayne; Tad Toby, my old war 
buddy who always seemed to take bullets aimed for me 
while he was bringing up the rear; and bad little Goody 
Goodall who needed to be soundly spanked and sent to 
bed, where she seemed to spend a lot of time anyway, 
spanked or not. 

As I kept my eye on the front door for either Tim 
O’Brien or Elmo and Mai Tai, my thoughts centered on 
the Rosarito Beach Hotel and that fantastic scene I’d 

` caught in room 25 when somebody slugged me from be- 
hind with a sledge-hammer. Those three masked figures 
and the unmasked dame added up to the craziest caper 
this side of the Black Dahlia, which is still L.A.’s most 
fiendish unsolved butcher murder. It’s a cinch those three 
birds were not preparing a Thanksgiving dinner, unless 
the menu was roast doll under glass. The costumes and 
lighting seemed so garish I wondered now if maybe it 
had been a drunken rehearsal for a scene Tad Toby was 
planning to shoot the following day. Still, you couldn’t 
ignore the rap Id taken on the noggin and the fact that 
when I finally woke up, twelve hours later, MacMurray 
McDonald sat at my side dead as a mackerel. That 
brought me up to the present, except for mischievous Mai 
Tai at the Stardust, growling Goga and my broken left 
hand. 

After two more V.O.’s straight, I walked around the 
Thunderbird pool and up into my room in the new, lavish 
Bel Air wing. Then I called the Stardust and asked for 
Mai Tai’s room. 

There was a long moment of silence and then the 
operator said, “I’m sorry, sir, but we have been instructed 
not to connect any calls to that particular room. Would 
you like to speak to the manager?” 

I clicked off, then asked the Thunderbird operator 

- to connect me with the local newspaper. After three rings 
a-curt male voice answered. 

“News desk. Wagner speaking.” . 

“Wagner, this is Thompson, AP, L.A. office. What 
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have you got on that stiff they found on an incoming plane 
this evening?” 

The voice groaned. “Don’t you guys ever give up? Your 
local man has already brainwashed me three times. If 
you want any further dope, call the sheriff’s office.” 

“What was the cause of death?” I demanded. 

“Overdose of barbiturates. Probably the same thing 
Marilyn took. Chloral hydrate. Now bug out, man. I’ve 
got my own story to write.” The phone went dead. 

My third call was to Rosarito Beach, Mexico, person- 
to-person for Tad Toby. It took almost ten minutes before 
the husky director could be located at the hotel, but he 
finally came on the line _ breathing hard and swearing 
softly. 

“Tad, this is Erik.” 

He exhaled, then roared, “Where the hell are you?” 

“Have you heard about Mac?” 

“Of course I heard about him. I’ve had a dozen phone 
calls in the past two hours. The poor son-of-a— What 
happened, Erik?” 

“You tell me,” I said. 

“What can I tell you? I woke up this morning with a 
bandaged shoulder and a hangover ten thousand miles 
long. You were gone. Mac was gone. All I remember is 
that somebody took a shot at us on the beach and then, 
ker-plooey! The lights went out.” 

“Anybody else ig 

“No. 3) 

“What about Mai Tai?” 

“I thought she’d driven in with Mac yesterday, but 
nobody’s seen her so I guess she didn’t.” 

“Tad, are you certain all eight of the other girls are 
alive and kicking?” 

“Of course I am. We had dinner together not more 
than thirty minutes ago. Listen, Erik—” 

“What about Guy Cavalier?” 

“Who?” 

“Guy Cavalier. The husky character with bushy red 
hair and a beard.” 

“You got me, Erik. There’s nobody connected with 
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my company by that name. And nobody with bushy red 
hair or a beard.” 

“You're sure?” 

“Hell, wouldn’t I be the first to know?” 

“Goody Goodall told me she met Cavalier last night 
at your party and when I checked with the desk they said 
he was registered in room 25.” . 

“That’s crazy, Erik. Room 25 belongs to Mike Valdez.” 

“I found the key to room 25 in your pocket, Tad.” 

“I ‘wouldn’t doubt it.” He laughed grimly. “For a 
while there I had so many keys in my pocket I rattled like 
a drunken locksmith. Erik, what the devil happened with 
you and Mac? Who killed him?” 

“Tad, that’s what I’m trying to find out. Listen, the 
film Mac got showing a pair of shapely gams coming out 
of the radiotherapy ward.” 

“Yeah.” 

“The V-shaped mark on the back of the right calf—I 
still think it could have been nothing more than a shadow, 
but maybe not. I’ve checked out Frenchy Appleton, Juli- 
ette Scott and Mai Tai. But that still leaves six other 
possibilities.” 

“You want me to check the others, is that what you 
mean, Erik?” 

“Yeah, but you’d better get a gun first.” 

“You kidding?” 

“Mac didn’t die of old age, Tad. This is no joke, be- 
lieve me!” 

He exhaled again, rather sick and gaspy. “But—” 

“And work them over with some sort of cream and a 
thick cloth, just in case the one we want is wearing 
makeup to hide the blemish.” 

“Okay,” he said after a moment. “But where are you, 
Erik? Where can I reach you in case I do turn up with 
this—this birthmark.” 

“Don’t call me,” I said. “Call the border patrol or 
the Tijuana police and hold her until they arrive. And 
keep your eyes open for Cavalier.” 

“You—you’re og: sage to scare me, Erik.” 

“You ought to be scared, Tad,” I said. “The bullet 
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that caught you in the shoulder wasn’t fired out of a B-B 
gun.” 

“Yeah,” he stammered, “I—I know. But where can I 
teach you—’ 

“Tell me something. Is there a scene in your picture 
with three characters in weird operating costumes and a 
nude dame on a white slab?” 

“Yes, there is, but—” 

“T1 check with you later, Tad,” I said and R up. 

A loud knock sounded at the door. I crossed to it and 
swung open the panel expecting to see Tim O’Briep’s 
huge, muscular frame or husky Elmo and voluptuous Mai 
Tai. Instead I got a nice fat automatic stuck in my chops 
accompanied by a loud voice. “Okay, March, lets gol” 
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THe Las Vecas sheriff’s office is downtown, between 
the Strip and old Fremont Street. Fremont is where the 
fabulous gambling explosion began back in 1931 when the 
State of Nevada decided to legalize the sport. In those 
days you practically could have bought the whole town 
for $50,000. Now the Strip Clubs can’t even hire a top- 
flight entertainer for one week for that kind of money, or 
buy enough space along the boulevard to pitch a pup 
tent. 

After they booked and fingerprinted me, I was ushered” 
into a cramped room where a cramped character in a 
nubby felt hat sat puffing smoke rings. 

“Hello, March,” he said quietly. 

“Hello, Lieutenant Steel. Aren’t you a little out of 
your territory?” 

“Aren’t you?” he asked, oe his haggard face. 

“May! be so. ” 

Steel studied my plaster cast for a moment and then 
said, “What happened to your hand?” 

“I caught it in a roulette wheel.” 

“Is that so,” the scrawny detective said, puffing quietly. 

. “I understand there was a riot at the Stardust tonight. 
Somebody broke down a door like it was made out of 
tin foil. Must have been a mighty powerful man.” 

“Lieutenant, will you quit beating around the bush and 
get to the point?” 

He glowered up at me. “Where’s the bomb?” 

107 


Google . 


108 THE CASE OF THE RADIOACTIVE REDHEAD 


“What are you, some kind of long-playing record ma- 
chine with your needle stuck?” I slumped into a chair. 
“Okay, okay. How do you want it?” 

“As straight as I can get it.” He was tired, terribly tired. 
I could see it in his eyes and I could see, too, that he was 
on my side. “You know they hang people in this state, 
Erik. And they don’t waste much time about it.” 

I shrugged. “Would you miss me, Joe?” 

“Listen,” he said, trying to act nonchalant. “My office 
would start running so efficiently I could take a month’s 
vacation every year. What do you think?” 

I chuckled lowly. “I think you’re a fraud. I'll bet you 
sold the sheriff such a bill of goods he probably believes 
that body lying in his morgue is a manikin.” 

Steel grunted. “No such luck, Erik. He wants your 
skin. Clark County, Nevada doesn’t appreciate stiffs being 
flown in from out of state. I can’t even get a writ of ex- 
tradition.” . 

I nodded. “That bad?” 

“Yeah.” 

I stood up and circled the small room. “Joe, if I could 
only get out of here for—for twelve hours I could crack 
this case.” 

“Erik, let’s face it. You’re in a helluva deep hole, and 
there’s no kidding around about that fact. The FBI has 
moved in. The local agent in charge is talking with the 
sheriff right now. So let’s have it fast and sweet.” 

I gave it to him. Line for line. Dame for dame. 
Punch for punch. Ending up with my telephone conver- 
sation with Tad Toby in Mexico. Steel took a couple of 
notes, grinned at the Tijuana phone booth groundlooping 
with me, the prostitute and Goga inside, ‘and finally said, 
“You’ve been busy.” 

“Yeah. Joe, Pm convinced Cavalier is the key. For 
some reason he wants my skin bad.” 

“So does Goga,” Steel said. “Also the State of Nevada. 
You haven’t got much going for you.” 

“If we can locate Cavalier I think wel have the answer 
to the bomb, McDonald’s murder, the works.” 

Steel tilted back his hat and grimaced. 
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“Don’t tell me!” I moaned. “Don’t tell this is not my 
day all the way around?” 

Steel nodded dismally. 

“Cavalier’s dead?” 

“Worse than that, Erik. He’s been dead for over six 
months.” : 


Around three a.m., the gambler’s witching hour in 
Vegas, they let Tim O’Brien in to see me in my cell. The 
big guy received a thorough frisking and a lengthy in- 
terrogation before they ushered him in. His shaved head 
was beaded with perspiration and he was angry as hell. 

He sat down in the cramped space and said, “Mr. 
March, they have no right to do this to you.” 

“Kid, they have so much right, they’re liable to declare 
an annual Erik March holiday. What took you so long?” 

“I blew a tire outside Barstow. It took me three hours 
to get a tow truck.” 

“Figures,” I said. “What did you find out about Guy 
Cavalier?” 

“He rents an apartment on Sunset Boulevard, out 
near UCLA.” 

“Steel says he’s dead. And has been dead for the last 
six months.” 

Tim blinked. “Not according to the billboard out front 
on the Terrace Apartments. Pll admit he wasn’t easy 
to find. I had to practically move heaven and a couple of 
my old beach buddies. The police have no idea where he’s 
located. He’s got an unlisted phone number and doesn’t 
own a car. Of course, I didn’t get into his apartment—nor 
did I actually see Cavalier, but Glory met Cavalier in 
your office the day you were hired—and fired. Mr. March, 
something is really screwy here.” 

“Screwy is hardly the word for it, Tim.” I crossed to 
the one solitary barred window and glared out at the 
distant glare of neon. “If Cavalier’s really dead, then 
somebody must be masquerading as Cavalier.” 

Tim’s forehead ridged. “I don’t follow you, Mr. March.” 

“Kid, in this business it’s the obvious that often throws 
you.” 
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“So where do we go from here, Mr. March?” 

“I go back to Mexico.” 

Tim shook his head, staring at the steel bars across the 
front of the cell. “You must be kidding!” 

“Kid, did you ever hear about the Davis escape? It 
made history twenty years ago in Little Rock, Arkansas.” 

“No.” 

“Davis was a negro, accused of raping a white girl. He 
was so locked in the cell would have taken an H-bomb to 
get him out. But he calmly walked out of that jail and 
found the real rapist before the police could catch up 
with him.” 

“What was he, a magician?” 

“No, kid,” I said, removing my coat. “But a white 
minister who believed Davis was innocent did perform a 
bit of magic. He went to visit Davis in his cell one night 
with a pocketful of theatrical makeup. He gave the negro 
his collar, black suit and low-brimmed hat, painted his face 
light and then the minister climbed into the bunk. Davis 
walked out without so much as a second glance.” 

“But that’s incredible,” Tim stammered. “You’d think 
one of the guards would have noticed the difference. He 
must have still looked like a negro.” 

“But they didn’t notice, kid.” I loosened my tie and 
tossed it in a corner. “Like I said, the obvious sometimes 
baffles us all. Those guards were expecting a man in a 
black hat, suit and white collar to emerge from that cell. 
And that’s what they got. Testimony later on proved that 
not one of those guards even bothered to look at Davis’ 
face. The outfit was all he needed. Strip down, kid!” 

“What?” 

I jerked off my pants. “What do we have to lose? If 
it worked in Little Rock with a white minister and a negro 
why not here in Las Vegas with the two of us?” 

. “But, Mr. March,” Tim protested lowly. 

“Tim, it’s an obvious situation.” 

“But, Mr. March, we don’t look any more alike than 
Yul Brynner and an Irish setter. The guards out there 
took one look at my shaved dome and laughed their 
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sides off. They’re bound to remember me. I’m four inches 
taller than you and sixty pounds heavier—” 

Tim was wearing a huge old Army parka with a hood 
that he’d bought from Army surplus. He always wore it 
during the winter when he made long trips in his topless 
Corvette. His parka and the kid’s shaved head plus his con- 
toured dark glasses were so damnably obvious you could 
pick them out in a crowd. That’s what I was counting on. 
The obvious. It had worked in Little Rock. Now in Vegas 
it was a gamble, but well worth the try. There was only 
one thing that stood between failure and success in my 
matching the Davis escape. Tim owned a battery-oper- 
ated shaver to keep his dome smooth at all times, and 
usually he kept it on his person. 

I crossed my fingers. “Kid, have you got the mower 
with you?” 

“What?” 

I knew if I had to send him outside to his car for the 
shaver, the obvious element would be shattered, especially 
when they searched him on the return trip. 

“The skull clipper,” I said, patting my red thatch. 

“Qh, sure,” he said, groveling in one of the parka 
pockets. “Wait a minute, Mr. March, you’re not going 
to—” 

I took the shaver, snapped it on and pushed the head 
against my scalp. “Start tearing that bed apart! Pm going 
to need sixty pounds of padding and I don’t care where we 
get it.” 


Fifteen minutes later, a pile of flame red hair had been 
tucked under the mattress cover and I stood beside Tim 
O’Brien clad in his parka, dark glasses and blue denims. 
My shoulders and body were so heavily padded I could 
hardly move, but I was ready for the gamble. 

“My Lord, Mr. March, I—I wouldn’t believe it if I 
wasn’t looking at you with my own eyes,” Tim stammered. 
“With your head shaved, my clothes and that padding— 
it’s amazing.” 

“You believe me now about Davis and the minister?” 

“Believe you?” Tim said. “They were pikers compared 
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with you, Mr. March. This is crazy. Even if I was a 
guard out there I'd probably let you through.” 

I had built up my shoes inside the heels as thickly as 
possible with padding, so I nearly came to the same 
height as giant Tim O’Brien. Sure, our faces differed in 
many respects, but I was gambling on the obvious, the 
shaved head, parka, padding, glasses. 

“Okay, kid,” I said, moving toward the cell door. 
“You crawl in the sack and get a good night’s rest. When 
they discover you in the morning—if I make it out all 
right—play it dumb all the way. Get me?” 

“Sure, Mr. March,” he grinned broadly. “I’m not 
worried. Just get the person or persons who are trying to 
get you, that’s all that matters.” 

I slapped his back briskly and said, “You’re a great 
guy, Tim.” 

“And don’t forget to keep that busted left mitt out of 
sight.” 

“I won’t. Call for the guard and then climb into bed. 
TIl take it from there.” 

Tim bellowed and then followed my instructions. Out 
of a dark corridor a hatless deputy moved slowly, blink- 
ing sleepily in the faded lights. He glanced at me behind 
the row of bars, then at Tim’s huge form in the bed and 
grunted. “What’s the matter, he go to sleep on you?” 
he demanded, inserting a key in the lock. 

“Yeah,” I said huskily, trying to mimic Tim’s gravel 
voice. 

“Don’t blame him,” the deputy muttered, swinging 
open the cell door. “I could use a little shut-eye myself. 
This way!” oe 

He relocked the cell and then led me down the cor- 
ridor to a brightly illuminated office where two other dep- 
uties, one of them a hawk-nosed character, the same 
guy who had arrested me at the Thunderbird, sat sipping 
coffee. I gave him and his friend the benefit of one quick 
glance at my shaved head and then thrust the parka 
hood up over it, partially masking my face. 

The hook-nosed guy laughed. “What do you think you 
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are, buster? A Hollywood creep with those dark glasses 
and that bone head?” 

“Yeah,” I grunted, turning away from him toward the 
book where I was supposed to sign out. 

“You fruits and nuts from flickville give me a real 
kick,” the deputy continued, as I scribbled Tim’s name 
on the official ledger. “You come into this town acting 
like you own the world. But you don’t own Vegas, under- 
stand?” 

Yeah,” I repeated, moving toward the door which led 
to the parking lot outside. 

“Wait a minute!” the deputy’s voice drilled me to a 
stop. “Hey, Sam, does the sheriff want to talk to this 
creep?” 

“He already did,” the deputy who let me out of the, cell 
answered. “When he came in. So did that cop from L.A. 
He’s clean.” 

“Okay,” Hook-nose said. 

I walked outside into the chill January night, thinking 
about the Little Rock escape and feeling pretty good 
about equaling it, when the boom damn near fell. Lieu- 
tenant Steel came walking through the darkness, a grin 
on his cigarette-lit face, a cocky stroll to his walk. 

“Hey, Tim!” 

I whirled. “Yeah?” 

“What'd March tell you?” 

I knew it was too dark for hiin to really see my face, 
so I took the chance of sliding back the parka hood and 
letting my shaved head protrude. “Nothing.” 

A faint light from the sheriff’s building played on his 
craggy features. “Don’t give me that!” he said. “I'd like 
to help him if I could.” 

“Thanks, Lieutenant,” I growled huskily, moving to- 
ward Tim’s Corvette. “He’ll do all right.” 

The heavy padding made it difficult to walk and I 
thought sure that at any moment, while Steel was watch- 
ing me, I’d shed a few pounds of stuffing and the jig would 
be up. When I reached the convertible I had to be ad- 
ditionally careful not to expose my plaster-casted left 
hand. The engine howled into action and then blatantly 
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I swung the Corvette around and zoomed past Steels 
thin, tweed-coated figure. I had a hunch he suspected 
something as I drove by but he didn’t make a move. 

I drove straight through to Los Angeles in less than five 
hours. Despite fierce wind rolling sand-laden and freez- 
ing across the desert, I managed to keep warm in the 
thickly padded clothes. Tim’s old Corvette held the road 
nicely, choked several times, but kept going. I stopped 
briefly for gas and a bite to eat in San Berdoo, then 
flashed on down the freeway into an icy, chill dawn and 
Hollywood. : 

My broken left hand ached rawly by the time I parked 
in the alley behind my office and walked up the long 
flight of steps to the second floor. I have an automatic 
eye which buzzes the approach of anyone coming down 
my ‘dead-end corridor. I squeezed under it because I 
guessed Glory would be inside asleep and I didn’t want 
to wake her. I should have known better. The first thing 
I saw when I shoved the door open was a fat .45 auto- 
matic, and behind it Glory’s excitable, heavy-browed 
face squinting, two index fingers laced inside the trigger 
guard. 

“Hold it!” I said, lifting my good hand. 

“Teem!” Glory burst, lowering the gun. ““Teem! Where’s 
Rouge?” 

It was a perfect.setup for a little fun. I couldn’t resist 
the urge to string her along with my disguise especially 
after two days of misery and the long, freezing three- 
hundred-mile drive from Las Vegas. I clomped inside on 
my stuffed shoes, flexing the padding and staring at her 
through the contour-bulged dark glasses. 

“You know Mr. March,” I said. “He wouldn’t listen.” 

“He would not listen to what?” Glory demanded, fol- 
lowing me into my private office. 

“He’s stupid, that’s what. Crazy idiot, there he was 
lounging inside a plush room at the Thunderbird with a 
half-dozen beautiful girls on each arm. Was he in trouble? 
No. His problem was not what to do with the girls inside. 
It was the long lineup outside that bothered him.” 
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“Teem,” Glory said, a small hurt in her voice. “This is 
not true, what you say. He is in real trouble. I know he is.” 

“Oh, sure,” I said, aping Tim’s gravel tone. “The crazy 
kook. He had blondes on one side and brunettes on the 
other. His biggest problem was, he didn’t know what to 
do with all the redheads. I quit. Send my closing check to 
the Union Oil Company to cover the cost of my gasoline 
expenses all the way there and back. The cheap bastard 
didn’t even tip me for organizing his orgy.” - 

I never had a chance to really enjoy the joke because 
the next thing I knew the joke was on me. That .45 went 
deep into my padded back and I heard Glory growl, 
“Okay, you have had your little performance, Monsieur 
Charlatan. Now, what have you done with Teem and 
Rouge?” 

“Glory, baby,” I said, still faking Tim’s Andy Devine 
growl. 

“Two seconds, Monsieur Charlatan. One—” 

I raised my good paw, thrust back the parka hood and - 
whirled around. “Glory, it’s Erik. Ma petite! Chériel 
Don’t pull the trigger!” 

She gaped up at my shaved head and as I removed 
the glasses her mouth twisted sideways like it had just 
been hit with a fist. 

“Rouge! Rouge!” she gasped. “They shaved your head. 
They have made you into a monk!” 

_ “Not exactly, baby,” I said, tearing off the parka and 

exposing the twenty pounds of mattress tied around my 
chest and stomach. “Ever heard of a bundling party that 
walks?” - 

I showed her my plaster cast and tears welled in her 
large eyes. She threw her arms around my extra bulk and 
her whole body trembled as she held me. “Oh, Rouge! 
I was so worried. You will never know.” 

“Baby, as long as I have you and Tim, you never have 
to worry. Believe me!” I lifted her in my arms and set her 
on the desk. “Listen, we haven’t got much time. They'll 
be waking Tim soon in my cell in Vegas. And when that 
happens, every arm of the law from here to Eureka and 
south will be out beating the brush for me.” 
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Glory’s pretty little forehead ridged. “Rouge, is it so 
serious?” 

I moved inside my private dressing room and soaped 
some of the grit from my face. Then I jumped inside the 
shower and dressed as quickly as possible, feeding the 
story in hurried snatches to Glory as she stood outside 
the half-open door taking notes and groaning miserably. 

“Rouge,” she said, finally, “I knew it was bad, but- not 
this bad. Who do you think killed Monsieur McDonald? 
And why?” 

“Baby, that’s where Pm stumped,” I said, straighten- 
ing a tie at my throat and automatically raising my brush 
to hair that, strangely, was no longer there. “Before 
McDonald was murdered, I figured the radium bomb had 
definitely been stolen by one of the ten girls. But, now 
Tm wondering if this wasn’t just a hoax from the very - 
beginning.” 

“What is this word, hoax, Rouge?” 

“Fake, pretense, something that’s not really true. But 
like me in Tim’s clothing, it’s a guise to cover something 
else.” 

“But, Rouge, the hospital officials checked. The ra- 
dium bomb is gone from its place. How, then, is this a 
—what you call—hoax?” 

I emerged from the dressing room and patted her 
cheek. “Baby, you have just asked the sixty-four-thousand 
dollar question. If I had the answer Pd double that 
money in two minutes, clear my name and bail Tim out 
of the Las Vegas hoosegow. But I don’t have the answer. 
Not yet, anyway. Give me about twelve hours and maybe 
I will. Come hell or high Goga. Tell me something, can 
you describe this character, Guy Cavalier?” 

Glory’s forehead ridged. “Oui. He is very husky. He 
has a chin whisker, very rouge and very curly. Glasses. 
Thick glasses like a weird scientist. His hair, too, is rouge. 
But I think it is a wig, and— 

“Wait a minute,” I interjected. “You say his hair looks 
fake?” 

“Oui.” 

“How tall is he?” 


Google 


THE CASE OF THE RADIOACTIVE REDHEAD 117 


“He is about your height.” 

“Did you check the hospital about Carlene Tracy?” 

“Oui. She is out of danger and progressing well.” 

“When’s the last time you called?” 

“Last evening around eleven o’clock.” 

“That’s strange,” I said, reaching inside a desk drawer 
and extracting a shoulder holster and an auxiliary Web- 
ly .38. I strapped on the set and slipped into a coat. “The 
last I heard she was in critical condition. At least I’ve 
reached one conclusion about this case.” 

“What is that?” 

‘Tm involved with about a dozen liars and one mur- 
derer. The question is, which liar is the louse.” 
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WE AGREED the best way to reach Mexico would be for 
Glory to drive us in a rented car. She quickly put in a call 
and had a Cadillac convertible delivered. A sleek, white, 
. shiny job. It was charged to a phoney name, in case the 
police or FBI should come looking for me. 

Fortunately, this particular Sunday morning was drab 
and rainy, a perfect cover for our trip across the border. 

After climbing inside the Cad, my left hand still - 
throbbing from the injury, I decided we had better check 
out Guy Cavalier’s apartment on Sunset Boulevard. Glory 
had the address and since there was very little traffic, we 
arrived in about ten minutes. 

“You wait here,” I said, stepping out into the downpour. 

“But, Rouge,” Glory argued. “Your head—it will get 
wet.” 

“Don’t worry,” I said, tapping my shaved skull. “Pneu- 
monia is the least of my worries. Keep the engine run- 
ning, I won’t be long.” 

I walked up a-flight of steps past a vast garden of 
tropical plants that shuddered and rattled in the rain, 
until I reached a landing on the second floor. Cavalier’s 
apartment was located at the very end of the landing, 
facing onto Sunset and isolated from any neighbors by a 
brick wall and more tropicals. I tried several passkeys until 
I hit the magic groove. The door opened onto a scene 
of utter chaos. I brushed raindrops from my face and 
entered cautiously, my right hand taut on my .38. Cava- 
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lier’s apartment was not very large, a double bed, two 
spindly chairs and a breakfast table. Everything was so 
upside down and battered, it looked like the place had 
‘been hit by a hurricane. On the wall facing me as I 
entered was a massive color photograph of a man with 
red hair and a beard. His harsh brown eyes were so 
piercing I had to stop for an instant and study the picture 
before I could believe the face was not actually alive. 
Rain drilled fiercely outside and wind blew the door shut 
behind me. : 

I surveyed the room for a moment, the .38 grasped in 
my right hand, then continued into the small kitchen to 
the left side. Obviously the fury which had struck the 
central portion of the apartment had continued here. 
Dishes were broken, pieces scattered about the floor, a 
coffee urn was twisted and crushed against the two- 
burner stove. . 

Then I heard the sound of water, slamming harshly. 
The sound puzzled me because the rain outside seemed 
like an echo, hammering ruthlessly in the tropical garden 
and on the deck. I turned to my right and opened another 
door. A narrow bathroom caromed into view, and on one 
side I could see a shower curtain pulled tautly across a 
colored tub. Above the metal rings which held the plastic 
shield, a hard torrent of water spouted, steam rising from 
its wake. I crossed and jerked back the curtain. My 
cheeks twitched, eyes blinking harshly, shoulders con- 
vulsing. Below, in the hot steamy tub, lay a brutally 
broken figure. A spatter of dark red streaked the tile 
walls. But the thing that really staggered me was the 
man’s face. It was upturned in the tub, eyes half-open, 
lips contorted. Fierce blades of water poured down on 
him, making his mouth quiver, his eyelids flutter, steam 
rising, billowing in the room. 

I turned off the shower with a towel and knelt by the 
tub. There was no doubt about what I saw. I didn’t want 
to believe it at first. He was so horribly crumpled, arms 
and legs twisted under him, blood still ebbing from a bul- 
let hole in his chest. But when I looked into his face, I 
had to accept it for fact. The husky raw features, the 
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thin brows, the balding head were unmistakable. It was 
Elmo Rogers, the taxicab driver from Las Vegas! 


Ten minutes later, still shaking from my discovery of 
Elmo in the blood-smeared bathtub, I walked outside in 
the drenching downpour and whistled for Glory to come 
upstairs. I had systematically searched through the chaos 
of Cavalier’s apartment and discovered three startling 
elements to this unbelievable case. One was a tinted 
photo of a stocky, red-bearded man and a pudgy freckle- 
faced boy standing side-by-side. The second was a 
scrapbook containing hundreds of clippings about the fas- 
cinating career of a character actor-stuntman named Guy 
Cavalier whose real name had been Joseph Rogers. And 
the third was a portable case containing wigs, beards, 
fake eyebrows, mustaches, glasses, spirit gum, grease 
paint—everything an actor might need to transpose his 
features into those of another character. 

Glory nearly fainted when she saw the hideously con- 
torted, bloody body in the tub. “Oh, my God, Rouge!” 
she gasped. “Who is it?” 

“That’s what I want you to tell me,” I said, removing a 
red beard and wig from the portable case and fitting them 
on Elmo. Then I set a pair of glasses on the bridge of his 
nose and stood up. “Well?” 

Glory’s wide brown eyes blinked and she shoved a 
trembling fist against her lips. “Sacre bleu! It—it is Mon- 
sieur Cavalier!” 

“That’s what I thought,” I said, replacing the articles 
in the case and snapping it shut. 

“But,” Glory stammered in hushed shock, “why, Rouge? 
What is this? I do not understand.” 

“Neither do I, baby,” I said, leading her into the 
bedroom-living room. “But for the first time in three 
days I’m beginning to get ideas.” 

I gestured at the huge framed photograph of the 
bearded man which hung on the wall. “What about him?” 

“Is he not the same one?” Glory asked, squinting in 
the dull light. 

“No. That’s the amazing factor. He isn’t the same man 
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you see lying in there.” I slipped the scrapbook under my 
aching left arm and picked up the portable case with my 
right. That’s when I noticed a small sprig of holly wedged 
under an upturned chair. “Wait a minute!” 

“What is it, Rouge?” Glory demanded as I bent down 
to examine the bit of fake greenery. 

The image of Mai Tai in the wickedly brief costume 
she was wearing in her room at the Stardust slammed 
before my eyes. So did two other vivid portraits of her. 
The one from Stage 62 when she fell so beautifully into 
my arms. The other from Westlake Park when she sank 
underneath me in that bullet-riddled boat. I recalled, too, 
in a quick, daggering flash, the story she’d told me about 
surprising Cavalier in McDonald’s office that morning, 
and about losing her tote bag in the lake. 

“Of course!” I roared, crushing the holly in my hand 
as I straightened. “Of course! Why didn’t I think of it 
before?” 

“Think of what, Rouge?” 

“The radium bomb. It’s at the bottom of Westlake 
Park!” 


As Glory drove west through the driving rain on Sun- 
set Boulevard, I tried to put the pieces of this insane 
merry-go-round together. In the back of the scrapbook 
was a soiled article, clipped from an obituary column, 
about the death of one Joseph Rogers, 53, six months 
earlier, a former character actor-stuntman known as Guy 
Cavalier, who left one surviving relative, a son, Elmo J. 
Rogers, also an actor. I read the notice to Glory. 

“Then it was a masquerade, Rouge,” she said. “The 
son was pretending to be the father. But why?” 

I turned back in the scrapbook to a newspaper article 
dated March 1956 and read her an excerpt about a 
young actor named Elmo Rogers who was involved in a 
shooting in Hollywood. Rogers had been sentenced to 
one to five years at hard labor. It was noted he was an 
_ expert with a rifle, having trained with his father on out- 

door movie sets during the filming of hundreds of West- 
erns. 
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Glory shook her head. “Then, what you are trying to 
say is that this—this Elmo Rogers was a bad man and 
that he stole the radium bomb?” 

“I think so. I have a hunch he was hired by Mac- 
Murray McDonald. McDonald showed me a couple of 
photographs which he claimed exposed one of his ten 
girls as the thief. But I have a feeling the whole stunt 
was a publicity gimmick that backfired—right in Mc- 
Donald’s face.” 

Glory’s lips puckered thoughtfully as she kept her eyes 
on the slick pavement ahead. “But what is the significance 
of the sprig of holly you found?” 

“I don’t know yet,” I said. “You see, baby, this is not 
one of those average, run-of-the-mill cases. First of all, 
it was based on a fraud—or like I told you a hoax—the 
theft of the radium bomb. Secondly, one of the major 
participants—and probably the thief—was a man in 
disguise. Thirdly, and possibly most important as far as 
solving this mess, I was set up as the goat. For some 
unexplainable reason. And because of this preconceived . 
plan, I was intimately involved in it from the very be- 
ginning. I never had a chance to really look around be- 
cause every time I did somebody took a shot at me.” 

“Elmo Rogers?” 

I shrugged. “All the evidence seems to point in his 
direction.” 

“But then who killed Monsieur Rogers?” 

“After I check Mai Tai’s apartment at the Broadmoor, 
Til give you an answer. Turn here!” 

Glory whirled right off Sunset and in a few short 
minutes we pulled up next to rain-drilled Westlake Park, 
across from the Broadmoor. I studied the street for a 
moment, surveying parked cars and checking for police 
and FBI agents. 

“Okay,” I said finally. “Shut off the engine and let’s 


We walked across the street, shielding ourselves against 
the driving rain, and entered the Broadmoor. In the 
elevator I cautioned Glory to stay in the corridor until I 
was sure Elmo Roger’s killer wasn’t lurking around inside 
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1205. She protested, but when we reached the apartment 
and noticed the door was ajar, she withered against the 
wall. 

“Rouge,” she whispered, “you have like the cat, nine 
lives. Please do not use them up all at one time!” 

I grinned, slipped my .38 from its holster and moved 
quickly inside. The living room seemed perfectly intact, 
as Pd remembered it when Dawn and I left for Mexico. 
Then something odd caught my attention. The door lead- 
ing to the bedrooms to the right was wide open and some- 

- where beyond could be heard the steady drip drip drip of 
water. I tried to pass it off as coming from the balcony 
where rain coursed down off the eaves, but the sound 
was too insistent, too definite. 

Slowly, cautiously I crossed until I reached the door. 
Then a stark, magnificent reflection caught my eye. In a 
full-length mirror anchored in the half-open door, I could 
distinguish Dawn April, her huge, beautiful body upright 
in a bathtub, turgid, deeply sloped breasts so fully erect 
they resembled something in a bronze sculpture out of 
Greek mythology. Her blue eyes were wide and startled 
and I guessed she had seen me in the glass until I glimpsed 
the rest of her. Then I damn near threw up. 

I pushed open the door and turned to my left into the 
bathroom. The blood dripping down from a gaping bullet 
hole in her abdomen made a sound in the half-filled tub 
like water trickling from a tap. Her wrists were tied to the 
overhead bar in grisly knots of a torn towel. I studied her 
once-lovely face for a brief moment. Then I turned 
around, walked out into the corridor and grasped Glory’s 
hand. 

“Come on,” I said, through clenched teeth. “For the 
first time in my life I want to kill somebody. Not quickly, 
you understand. Slowly. So slowly, it'll take a week to do 
the job.” 

“Rouge!” Glory stammered, staring at my twisted face. 
“You—you do not know what you are saying.” 

“Don’t 1?” I hurled. “You just drive me to Mexico. 
Then you'll find out!” 
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“Turee!” I roared, holding up that many fingers as the 
Cadillac hurtled through blinding afternoon rain. “Three, 
Glory! McDonald, Elmo Rogers and Dawn April. And 
for what? Fame, money, the thrill of killing?” 

We had stopped at my house in Laguna for a bottle 
of V.O. and I was slowly and purposefully killing it. As 
purposefully as McDonald, Rogers and Dawn April had 
been killed. I was drinking it straight from the bottle and 
getting more angry by the minute. “They’re all dead, 
partially because of my stupidity. Do you know that, 
Glory?” 

“Rouge, I have never seen you like this,” Glory wailed 
miserably. “I have never seen you drink like this.” 

“I have to get drunk, Glory,” I said, gritting my teeth. 
“If I don’t, PI get so sick I'll never be able to do anything 
the rest of my life. Do you understand that?” 

“Nol” she said, shaking her dark, frothy head. “No 
Because when we reach Rosarito Beach, you will not 
only be sick and drunk, you will be dead. Rouge, you are 
walking into a lion’s den. This person you are seeking 
will chew you up.” 

I laughed, tipping the bottle to my lips. “Good. That’s 
what I’m waiting for, for the lion to open his mouth. And 
when he does, I’m going to turn him inside out. Inside 
out, do you hear me, Glory?” 

“Oui, I hear you, but who are you going to turn inside 
out?” 
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“Goga!” I spat through taut lips. “Goga! Who else? 
When I walked into Cavalier’s apartment, I knew who had 
been there. It was as plain as if he’d carved his name in 
the wall. I don’t know how he fits, but I do know I’m 
going to fit this good hand of mine into his red-bearded 
face. Once and for all.” My whole body tensed rigidly. 
“Tm going to kill him, Glory. Im going to kill him with 
this one bare hand.” 

Glory grimaced, tried to stop me from taking another 
swig from the bottle, and then said, “Dawn April was 
shot, oui? Like Monsieur Rogers?” 

“That’s right,” I said. “They probably got them both 
with my Webly .38, using a silencer.” ` 

“What do you mean, ‘they, Rouge?” 

“Goga and his ally. One of the girls. I don’t know 
which one yet, but I have a good idea.” 

“Mai Tai?” , 

I grimaced. “Maybe. If she’s involved, she’s in for 
real trouble.” 

Glory glanced at me, turning her eyes from the rain- 
beaded highway. “Do you not think, Rouge, this is exactly 
what they are waiting for? The newscast on the radio 
said the police are looking for you in three states. You 
are a wanted man. One mistake, Rouge, and you are, 
how you say, down the spout.” 

“Drain, baby,” I said. “They've had me in one for two 
days. But they know now I don’t go down easily.” 


After crossing the border, the late afternoon sky over 
Mexico split open in barbs of lightning that crackled 
down through the rain in roaring bursts of fury. By the 
time we passed through the hills north of Rosarito Beach, 
it became so dark Glory almost missed the turnoff. 

My “300” seemed intact as we pulled into the hotel 
parking lot. I checked the doors, windows and trunk and 
then walked back to the Cad. 

“Okay,” I said, taking one last slug of V.O. and open- 
ing the portable makeup case. “Now I want you to lay ' 
low out here, and don’t, under any circumstances, leave 
the car, understand?” 
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Glory nodded, then watched curiously as I slipped on 
Elmo Roger’s red wig and fitted the curly beard to my 
face with spirit gum. 

“Rouge! You are not going to go inside as—” 

“Guy Cavalier. That’s right, chérie. I hope to scare 
the wits out of a couple of people, and maybe scare the 
life out of galloping Goga.” I completed the disguise 
with Elmo’s glasses, a trench coat and a hat. 

Then I climbed inside the Cad again and grasped 
Glory’s hand. “Listen, ma petite, just in case something 
should happen to me, I want the authorities to have my 
views on the case. Most of it’s by guesswork and, by golly, 
with a few facts strung in between. But for what it’s 
worth, here’s a quick rundown.” 

“But Rouge—” 

“The radium bomb theft, as I told you, seems to have 
been a hoax engineered by McDonald—probably fo“ 
publicity purposes—and carried out by Elmo Rogers who 
apparently had some kind of job with Toby-McDonald 
Productions. Evidently McDonald got in a panic when hé 
realized he was involved in a federal offense, so he 
faked a couple of photographs in an effort to convince me 
one of the girls was responsible. He then had Rogers hide 
the bomb so that I might find it without too much diffi- 
culty and return it to the hospital. But, according to Mai 
Tai, Rogers got in a panic himself when she interrupted 
him in Mac’s office ‘at Studio 62. He foolishly removed 
the bomb from its case and inserted it in back of one of 
the medallions. And before McDonald could remedy the 
error and return the bomb to its case, Carlene Tracy was 
severely burned. 

I glanced up as a car drove into the parking lot and 
swung past us down ù narrow alleyway. “Somehow or 
other the lead case must have ended up in Mai Tai’s 
large handbag and ultimately, I believe, at the bottom of 
the lake. Whether Rogers was trying to kill me or scuttle 
the boat, I don’t know. One thing is certain. Whoever 
winged Tad Toby here on the beach wasn’t fooling around. 
By this time McDonald must have been pretty frightened 
by the turn of events. He had tried to get me off the case 
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with that closing check, but thanks to Dawn April I was 
lured to Rosarito Beach.” 

Lightning gouged down in a splitting roar, touching 
the dark sea with a blazing orange shaft. I waited for 
the thunder to die down and then continued, “McDonald 
became caught in what apparently was a vicious double- 
cross. While he was trying to get me off his back and off 
the case, somebody was trying to get him. The disguise 
he wore aboard the plane indicates Elmo Rogers was 
involved. Probably Rogers rode along on that same Las 
Vegas flight because he turned up that very night driving 
a taxi. I believe McDonald planned to take me to Vegas 
and dump me in a hotel, leaving me under heavy seda- 
tion and hoping when I woke up Id voluntarily give up 
on the case and quit bugging him. But he got a lethal 
dose of a barbiturate and that was all he wrote.” 

Glory licked her pale lips and said, “What about Goga?” 

“He’s the real mystery,” I said, gazing out the win- 
dow again at the rain-swept parking lot. “There’s no 
doubt in my mind that he killed Elmo Rogers and Dawn 
April. To my way of thinking, there are two sides to this 
case. One centers around McDonald and his hiring of 
Elmo Rogers to steal the radium bomb. The other, and 
the more mystifying part, is Goga and his attempts to 
murder me. How the two fit together is what I intend to 
find out now. I’m convinced someone is behind Goga. 
Someone who took advantage of McDonald’s error in 
judgment when he ordered the bomb theft. It’s obvious 
to me that this person planned to get Mac from the very 
beginning and was finally able to carry off the crime 
practically under McDonald’s nose. But—” I shook my 
head grimly, “—our clever somebody failed to consider 
what this maniac Goga might do on his own. Goga ap- 
parently killed Elmo Rogers in a maniacal frenzy and 
then proceeded to get his ex-wife, Dawn, in the same 
sadistic manner.” . 

I opened the car door and stepped out into the rain. 

“Rouge, please, do not—” 

I grinned back at her through the itchy false chin 

whiskers. “Don’t worry, baby, I’ve sobered up enough 
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to take care of myself. Worry about Goga. He’s in för a 
real jolt.” 

I crossed the parking lot and walked brazenly into the 
lobby of the hotel, shaking rain from my coat and hat. 
The same young Mexican lad sat at the switchboard, 
earphones clamped to his head. He turned around sud- 
denly as I passed the desk, his voice rising sharply. 

“Oh, Sefior Cavalier, welcome back. And how is your 
sick friend?” 

“Better,” I growled lowly, squinting at him through the 
glasses. 

The young man flashed a row of white teeth. “He was 
in pretty bad shape when you leave here yesterday morn- 
ing. I guess he was pretty drunk, no? He was a character, 
that one. A real comedian. He made me laugh when 
he—” 

I left him behind, still babbling, and walked on into the 
brightly painted corridor that led to the rooms occupied 
by the Toby-McDonald company. I wasn’t too sure where 
to go first, but I made up my mind fast when I caught a 
glimpse of Cecile Murray at the end of the hallway. 

The doorknob leading into room 17 turned easily 
under my urging and I moved inside before Cecile had a 
chance to see me. But, not knowing whether the voluptu- 
ous redhead was heading for this particular room, I 
decided to make myself as scarce as possible. I swung 
quickly and quietly around the corner and into the 
bathroom, and then just as silently I drew the curtain 
back and leaped into the shower, 

Holy French onions, what a leap! Before I knew what 
happened I had two beautifully contoured breasts 
rammed against my chest and a pair of startled brown 
eyes peering up at me. 

Before she could scream, I pressed my hand over her 
mouth and whispered hoarsely, “Goody Goodall, for 
God’s sake, what are you doing in here?” 

Then I whipped off my glasses, beard and coat and 
tossed the latter around her starkly naked body. It all 
happened so fast, she hardly had time to blush, much 
less scream. 
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“It—it’s you!” she finally gushed. “The toenail polisher. 
But I thought you got sick and they took you home. And 
what’s with the getup—” It suddenly hit her like a ton of 
bricks. “—and what the hell are you doing in my shower?” 

“Shhh!” I cautioned, touching my lips and staring down 
at her in the narrow confines of the shower stall. Her 
stark black hair lay piled high on her head and for an in- 
stant I was so captivated by the sight of her that I couldn’t 
think of anything to say. Then I suddenly grabbed a 
scrub brush and said, “Just another courtesy of the house 
—-personalized back scrubbing, at any hour, day or 
night.” 

“Geez,” she groaned, “you really are some kind of 
nut. I thought I had it bad with the Purple Prince and 
his palpitating patsies. Brother, he was Little Lord Faunt- 
leroy compared to you. Will you kindly answer me one 
question, seriously?” 

“Yes,” I said, trying not to grin. “If you will kindly 
whisper when you ask it.” 

“What is all this jazz I hear from the other girls about 
you being a private investigator? And what’s going on 
around here? Mr. McDonald leaves, they carry you out, 
this nut Cavalier leaves, his giant grandfather with the 
long red beard leaves, Dawn disappears, the production 
stops.” She drew a quick breath and finished, “Now 
you’re back, the giant grandfather is back and I under- 
stand Mr. Toby is having fits. So what’s going on?” 

“I was just going to ask you that,” I said. “But now 
you answered my question.” 

“You haven’t answered mine!” She cradled her breasts 
under my coat and peered at me thoughtfully. “Are you 
Erik March?” 

“Yes. ” 

“Then you are an investigator.” 

I nodded. 

Her brows ridged. “I could have sworn your hair was a 
different shade of red.” 

“It was,” I said, peeking through the curtain to make 
certain the coast was clear. “That’s what comes of polish- 
ing too many beautiful toenails late at night. I lost it all.” 
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“Be serious, Mr. March!” 

“How can anyone be serious in a shower stall? Es- 
pecially when it’s already occupied.” I glanced back at 
her. “Goody, tell me one more thing. Where does this 
ted-bearded grandfather hang out?” 

“In one of the bungalows. I’m not sure which one. Hey, 
is there really something going on that I should know 
about?” 

I stepped through the curtain, readjusted my glasses 
and pressed the fake beard back in place. “PIH tell you 
what,” I said, heading for the door. “If I hear of any- 
thing, you'll be the first to know.” 

“Hey, wait a minute, Erik—your coat!” 

“Keep it as a souvenir!” I said. “It'll always remind 
you of the time we almost took a shower together.” 

Thunder rocked the darkness outside as I moved down 
the corridor toward the bungalows. A jagged streak of 
lightning cut the sky, and lighted the rain-drilled trees. 
I kept my right hand under my jacket and on the butt of 
the .38. Wind lashed off the ocean, jolting me, pushing me 
telentlessly toward bungalow 9. I didn’t bother to knock. 
The door came open easily in my grasp and I entered a 
large single room with two double beds, the ceiling 
splashed with a cone of light. Seated at a corner desk was 
Tad Toby, his owlish grey eyes peering around at me as 
I came toward him. His squat, squarish body was clad 
in a sport shirt and tan slacks and his red face was 
beaded with perspiration. He had been drinking and he 
rocked back drunkenly as I stopped under the light and 
Stared at him accusingly. 

“What—what is this?” he roared, staggering to his 
feet. “What in all holy damnation are you—you doing 
here?” 

I removed my hat, slapping rain from it, and peered 
through the thick-lensed glasses silently. 

He tottered against the table, grasped a bottle and 
hurled it at me. The contents dashed against the carpet 
at my feet, bits of glass shattering in all directions, the 
whiskey staining my shoes and trousers. 
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“You fiend!” he hurled viciously. “You foul fiend of 
the devil, go back!” 

I took a step toward him and he screamed pathetically, 
a meaty white hand pressed to his lips. “No! I won't 
stand for it, do you understand?” His face went puffy 
and hideously white. He staggered, fell over the table, 
crying, gasping, clutching at his chest as if in severe pain. 

I rushed forward, lifting his thick bulk into my arms, 
and deposited him on one of the beds. Then I tore open 
his shirt and pressed an ear against his chest. I never 
should have done that. The next thing I knew a hard 
chill metal cylinder was pressed tautly against my head. 
It ripped my wig off harshly, scraping the flesh. Then 
I saw the snout of its long barrel carom down, snagging 
my glasses and beard in a savage gesture. I groped back, 
reaching for my .38, but he had a carbine rifle so rigidly 
aimed he could have blown my head off with one quick 
squeeze of the trigger. 

“Okay, Lieutenant,” Tad barked, pushing himself 
erect. “You can stop being the big hero. I’m not dying of 
a heart attack. But you will be in about three seconds.” 
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“You’RE CLEVER, TAD,” I said, studying the barrel of 
the carbine. “My disguise didn’t fool you a bit.” 

“Why should it?” he spat. “I’ve been expecting you. I 
heard over radio about your daring escape from that Las 
Vegas jail. And I am also aware of the untimely death 
of Guy Cavalier. I don’t believe in ghosts.” 

“You should,” I said. “The Scottish moors are full of 
them. They dance on graves and haunt Irish garrets. But 
then, you always were a lousy Scot, Tad. And there’s 
nothing worse than a lousy Scot, according to an Irish- 
man.” 

His flabby, veined face broke into a pleased grin. 
“You're still fighting the war, aren’t you, Lieutenant?” 

“What war?” I demanded. 

“Any war. The big war. The Boar War. The Irish 
Rebellion. You’ve never stopped fighting, have you, 
Lieutenant?” 

I studied his wide-eyed, bloated face for a moment and 
said, “You're daft, Tad. Really daft. I should have known 
it the moment you came into my outfit when we were 
stationed in England.” 

“Daft, am I?” Tad roared angrily, jutting the carbine 
at me. “Didn’t I prove to Mac how daft I am? The silly 
idiot never suspected I was after his share of the com- 
pany. He never suspected it for a moment until he was 
dead. You were supposed to die, too, but that quack 
Goga didn’t give you enough chloral hydrate. He made 
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a mistake and put all the last dosage in Mac’s drink. The 
stupid knucklehead!” 

“You can’t win ’em all, Tad. In fact, I wouldn’t be 
surprised if right now old Gorgeous Goga wasn’t planning 
to liquidate you.” 

Tad laughed grimly. “He’d be a fool if he tried. He’s 
already botched up things by killing Rogers and Dawn. 
We didn’t like that a bit.” 

“We?” 

“Of course, you idiot, haven’t you ever met my wife?” 

“Not that I know of.” 

Tad chuckled lowly, moving around toward a sha- 
dowed kitchen. “Then be my guest. Honey! The man 
weve been expecting for dinner is here. Come on out 
and say hello.” 

My head turned, nearly swiveling on my neck like an 
automatic turret. Out of the shadows emerged a swirl 
of flaxen hair, a pair of impish dark eyes, a dash of 
freckles and a lithe, spritely figure in a pair of leotards. 
She clutched a thick wad of lettuce leaves in her fingers 
and nervously poked them into her pretty mouth. 

“Hello, Mr. March,” she said. “I’m sure sorry you 
never took up Yoga. Maybe you’d have lived longer.” 

“Hello, Frenchy,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m sorry, 
too. I was kind of hoping someday we might make that 
coccyx bit. It sounded like fun. You know, I had a hunch 
you were mixed up in this. Especially when every time I 
turned around your navel manipulator was hanging on 
my back.” 

“Goga is a pet,” Frenchy cooed. “A little excitable, but 
a darling pet.” 

“Yeah, he reminds me of Mighty Joe Young with red 
fur.” I turned my eyes back to Tad. “Well, old buddy, I 
guess the last laugh is on you.” 

“What do you mean,” he snapped. 

“Everything adds up, except one small item. I have 
a hunch, Tad, this idea of getting your partner out of the 
way was really Frenchy’s. I have a hunch, too, that the 
only reason you kept your marriage a secret was because 
Mac, as controlling partner in the company, was against 
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your getting married. The advantages of having Mac 
dead were overwhelming: being able to live openly with 
Frenchy, more power, more dough, more everything. And 
Frenchy had a ready-made killer waiting in the wings. 
Goga.” I laughed. “But you ‘know what, Tad? You were 
stupid. You really got suckered.” 

“You—you're crazy, March!” Tad spat. 

“TI bet any money she’s even convinced you that 
when the authorities arrive all you’re going to have to do 
is blow the whistle on Goga and wave goodbye as they 
lead him away to the gas chamber.” 

“He’s responsible for three murders.” 

“So are you. The funny part is, Tad, both you and 
Mac were trying to scare me off the case once I really 
got embroiled. You kept Goga on my neck and Mac 
kept Cavalier and this carbine of his leveled at my 
noggin. But the night you got winged in the shoulder, 
this wasn’t the case. Goga fired that shot. And it wasn’t 
aimed at me.” 

“What?” 

This wasn’t the actual truth, but I had to convince Tad 
of it, or else. “I saw him on the veranda as I carried 
you up the front steps. He had the rifle, but before I 
could do anything, he was gone. Don’t kid yourself, 
Taddy, boy, this little sweetheart of yours has a heart of 
gold and she really means to fill it to the brim. After 
Goga kills me, she’ll have him get you. And then she'll 
blow the whistle on Mighty Joe Young and wind up 
with everything.” 

Tad’s eyes turned toward Frenchy, seething fury rising 
in them. “Why, you miserable, conniving little bitch. 
He’s right. He’s right, isn’t he? You’re the only one they 
couldn’t prove a thing against, but you were the one who 
planned it all, You got me so involved, all I could think 
of was the money and the power and the glory.” 

“No,” Frenchy protested. “No, Tad. I love you. I want 
to spend my life with you.” 

“I—I don’t know why I couldn’t see it before,” Tad 
stammered. “You’re a child with a woman’s body. You 
treat everyone like they’re your dolls or your pets. The 
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world is your great big playhouse and you stand on your 
head and munch on lettuce leaves and contemplate how 
it would look with a great big bloody hole bored through 
its middle!” s 

“No,” Frenchy whispered, face twisting contortedly. 

“It’s true, isn’t it?” Tad roared. “Isn't it?” 

“No!” y 

“You’ve used me, and Goga, and Mac—you use 
everybody you can get your bloody hands on—and then 
you kill them like they’re nasty little insects!” Tad said, 
half screaming. 

Frenchy’s face seemed to break up into a trembling, 
vibrating mass. “All right!” she screamed back, pulling a 
wave of blonde hair over her face and peering through the 
strands. “Yes! Yes! Yes!” She looked like some maniacal 
inmate in a mental hospital. “I'll stick pins in your fat 
hides and make you bust open! I'll make you weep and 
wail and cry and scream like my mother did-to me! PI 
haunt you and torture you and bite you and gouge you 
and kick you and maim you and dissect you—” 

She broke into wild, screaming laughter. “—like I did 
to my mother! Like I did to my mother!” > 

A bolt of lightning ripped past the window, so near 
that the bungalow shook with its tumultuous fury, searing 
my eyes with its fierce electric glow. Frenchy’s laughter 
rang mockingly in the thunderous roar that followed. 
Then, suddenly, before I realized what she had in mind, 
Frenchy leaped on Tad, fingernails tearing at his hands 
and arms, trying to pull the carbine loose from his grasp. 
I caught her by the shoulder, but before she could turn 
the rifle into Tad Toby’s horrified face, his fingers pressed 
the trigger accidentally. The carbine cracked explosively. 
The impact of the bullet lifted her like a rag doll, her 
long, flaxen hair flying, whirling around her throat. She 
landed face down, twisted sideways on her spine. When 
I rolled her over, her pixie brown eyes were closed, 
teeth clenched. She was lifelessly limp. f 

“My God,” Tad whispered. “My God, I—I shot her.” 

I stood up slowly, head shaking, so hideously drained, 
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I felt as if it was my life’s blood that was swiftly staining 
the carpet. 

“‘Where’s Goga?” I demanded. 

Tad was weeping pathetically. “My God, what have I 
done, Erik? What have I done?” 

“Where’s Goga?” I repeated, grasping the front of his 
shirt. 

“I—I don’t know. I haven’t seen him for the last hour 
or two. He has a bungalow three doors down. Number 
13.” 

I walked outside into the drenching rain’ and down the 
slippery cement walk until I reached number 13. My 
head throbbed so severely I could hardly see and my 
broken hand burned. All I could distinguish was a fierce, 
blazing red image of Goga, etched so brilliantly in my 
mind that it was like a huge snake coiled around my 
brain, squeezing it in a savage, aching ball of hate. 

Goga’s bungalow was dark. I slammed open the door 
and stepped inside. The sharp odor of burning flesh and 
hair caught my nostrils. I fumbled for a light switch, 
flicked at a wall bracket several times but the lights 
failed to work. Then I heard a sound which was un- 
deniably familiar. I had heard it in Elmo Roger’s apart- 
ment when I found him crumpled under a torrent of 
water. I’d heard it again before I discovered Dawn April’s 
body. My eyes drifted up to what looked like a hole torn 
in the bungalow ceiling. Rain hammered down through 
the opening, creating a sharp dripping rattle which cut 
through me like a knife. 

I fumbled for a match in my coat pocket, lit it and 
touched the flame to a candle on a shelf near the door. 
Then I turned, lifting the light until it illuminated the 
small room. Lying on his back, in one corner, was Goga. 
His petrified, red-rimmed eyes stared up at me in glazed, 
lifeless shock. He was undressed, except for a pair of 
undershorts, and his beard had been burned almost to a 
stubble against his bony white face. The slamming rain, 
which poured through the ceiling onto his unmoving, 
massive frame, drilled in his eyelids and his mouth, run- 
ning in rivulets down his hairless chest and arms. 
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I crossed to him slowly, disbelief shaking me, and felt 
his pulse. His flesh felt as rigid as steel, impossibly cold 
and unreal. It was almost as if he’d been transformed to 
granite. As if he’d never been alive. Never drawn a 
breath. Never moved a muscle in his contortedly huge 
body. I gaped up at the hole from which rain poured 
unrelentingly down on us. 

A chair lay upturned next to him. A book was open on 
the table. I guessed he had been sitting at the table 
reading when the lightning bolt struck. It must have cut 
through the ceiling and hit him with every ounce of its 
electrical fury. 

I got up and moved to the table. Then my whole body 
went as rigid as his. My blood seemed to pale and harden. 
The open book Goga had been reading was the Bible. My 
eyes riveted harshly on a small bookmark which he had 
been using to keep his place. 

The marker lay under a paragraph of Revelation 13. 
It read: “And I stood upon the sand of the sea, and I saw 
a beast rise up out of the sea, having seven heads and 
ten horns, and upon his horns ten crowns, and upon his 
heads the name of blasphemy.” 
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IT TOOK two weeks to straighten everything out with the 
FBI, the Mexican police, the Los Angeles Bureau of 
Homicide, Lieutenant Steel and the sheriffs office in Las 
Vegas. The radium bomb was found at the bottom of 
Westlake Park. 

Tad Toby’s broken, sometimes overly dramatic, testi- 
mony cleared me and Tim O’Brien and set the record 
straight once and for all concerning the five strangely 
pathetic deaths. MacMurray McDonald had died of an 
overdose of chloral hydrate—commonly known as knock- 
out pills—which he had unwittingly taken from a bottle 
of whiskey just before boarding the plane for Las Vegas. 
As I had guessed, Elmo Rogers had been aboard the 
same flight. Strangely enough, as Tad put it, Elmo was 
no more aware than the man in the moon that Goga had 
planned to kill Mac and me. When Elmo reached Vegas, 
realizing McDonald was dead, he made a deal with a 
cab driver friend and borrowed the taxi for the evening in 
a sincere effort to help me. But Goga followed on another 
flight and caught up with both of us. The end result was, 
I wound up in jail and Elmo in a bloody bathtub after 

_ Goga drove him back to Los Angeles. Goga’s next stop 
took him to the Broadmoor where he caught Dawn just 
about to phone the police. One of the amazing factors 
about the whole case was that up until McDonald’s death, 
several of the girls had been convinced by Goga and Tad 

“Toby that the radium bomb theft was nothing more than 


138 
Google 


THE CASE OF THE RADIOACTIVE REDHEAD 139 


a publicity gag which was to be kept secret and played to 
the hilt. Even Carlene Tracy’s injury was quietly, among 
certain members of the cast, played up as a cleverly 
worked out stunt. Consequently, Dawn April played the 
role well when she lured me to Mexico, and even more 
dramatically when she posed as the body in that scene 
with the three costumed figures huddled around a make- 
shift operating table. This, as we learned from Tad’s 
testimony, was a rehearsal of a scene being prepared for 
the next day’s shooting. The three costumed characters 
were MacMurray McDonald, Elmo Rogers and Frenchy 
Appleton. The guy who laced me on the dome was none 
other than Goga. At this point, the only confused member 
of the quintet was Dawn April. Her confusion lasted only 
until she heard McDonald was dead and then she drove 
to L.A. But, her ex-husband got to her before she had a 
chance to contact the police. 

Another factor puzzled us. Steel checked with au- 
thorities in French Creek, Oregon, and police there were 
unable to locate Frenchy’s mother. The last known re- 
port on Mrs. Appleton came shortly before Frenchy left 
for California two years before. The neighbors claimed 
Mrs. Appleton was a cruel, hostile woman, who repeatedly 
beat her daughter. When Mrs. Appleton suddenly disap- 
peared, shortly before Frenchy left, the neighbors were 
only too glad she was gone. The French Creek police left 
it at that. ` 

There was one other final problem to be solved. The 
disappearance of Mai Tai. It was learned she never 
showed up for the dinner performance at the Stardust, 
and the last report anyone had on her was that she ran 
after Goga and me clad in her brief costume and then 
seemingly vanished into thin air. I was deeply concerned 
about her welfare when I found the sprig of holly in 
Elmo Roger’s apartment, realizing Goga could have de- 
stroyed her the same way he had Dawn April. But Tad 
Toby testified that if this were true, Goga had never 
mentioned it. 


Around the middle of February, they took the cast off 
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my left hand and I decided to get away for a while. I 
climbed into my “300,” told Glory and Tim to take an 
extended vacation, and headed south. When I reached 
the Rosarito Beach turnoff, I got weird vibrations and a 
few miserable pangs of remorse at the thought of Frenchy 
Appleton and Dawn April. I had been fighting back the 
realization for a long time that if I had never saved Tad 
Toby’s mangy, bullet-ripped frame from the beach at 
Normandy, none of this would have ever happened. 

I drove into Rosarito Beach and checked into the hotel, 
dreading the force which motivated me, but seemingly 
unable to stop what I was doing. I checked into room 17 
and, impulsively, the first thing I did was walk into the 
bathroom, fling back the shower curtain and look inside. 
Goody Goodall was not there. I felt a little sad staring 
inside that empty tiled cavern, but I did feel happy about 
one thing. Goody had gone back to New York, back to 
her subways and the life she had been ripped out of 
when she’d won that contest. Cecile had also taken my 
- advice and returned home, back to Simpleville, U.S.A., 
back to reality and a life that was right for her. 

After lunch, I took a stroll around the hotel, past 
bungalows 9 and 13, and out onto the broad white 
beach. The sky overhead was bright now, and the savage 
storm of a month ago seemed impossibly erased in the 
fierce glow of sunshine. 

Then, out of the blue, distantly, I saw a lithe, bikini- 
clad figure walking toward me along the surf. The sunlight 
caught her bronzed body so it glistened unrealistically, 
almost like a figure cut out of my imagination and pasted 
there on the sand. 

She came nearer and nearer, a wave of gleaming 
brown hair spilling down over one shoulder. When she 
was within ten feet, she stopped, her tilted brown eyes 
shining, lovely body trembling slightly. 

“Erik,” she said, “I called you in L.A. Lieutenant 
Steel told me you had left for Mexico. I—I had a feeling 
you might come here.” 

“Mai, what happened to you?” I stammered. “Where 
did you go?” 
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Her exotic eyes held me tautly, “Home to Tahiti. To 
Papeete. To the Lafayette. I wiped off the makeup and 
rinsed out my hair, and I stopped running for the first 
time in my life.” l , 

I studied her face intently. “Why did you come back?” 

“Because I wanted to show you what I really look like 
and what I found out about myself inside.” 

“What did you find, Mai?” 

“A woman. A real woman. Not a frightened shell, 
Erik.” 

We stood looking at each other silently for a long 
moment. The sun burned our eyelids and the ocean 
rumbled. Then she rushed forward, slamming herself 
against me, tears welling in her eyes. “Oh, Erik, I’m so 
glad to be alive. So glad!” 

I couldn’t help looking back at the ominous, white hulk- 
ing shape of the Rosarito Beach Hotel. I felt suddenly 
released from all the anger and misery it had contained. 
I gripped Mai Tai in my arms and grinned down at her. 

“Hey,” I said. “I got a good idea.” 

“What?” she cried, tears spilling down her cheeks. 

“What do you say to renting a boat? A big boat. And 
just the two of us going out to discover a brand new 
island.” 

Her lips parted in a half-hearted laugh which grew on 
her face until it was full-throated and blissfully happy. 

She gripped my hand warmly. “Let’s!” 

The sun shone and the sea shimmered and the white 
glittering sand in front of the Rosarito Beach Hotel was 
full of nothing except tracks left by two people in a hurry 
to find an undiscovered island. 


The End 
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